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ABSTRACT
In the social sciences, research on black male youth (BMY) experiences in traditional academic settings
has been limited to their failure to achieve due to their perceived dysfunctional family structure, gender
and ethnic identity, social class, and social structural constraints. Characterized by the anthropological
investigation into youth cultural, Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP) framework, a theory of
practice that includes an alternative framework of learning, and a mixed method approach with an
emphasis on capturing the youth perspective through a PhotoVoice process, this research captures a
dimension of BMY educational experiences by describing how exclusion from traditional academic
settings is produced. Exclusion, as described in this research, is the stage of academic, social and cultural
separation leading up to a student dropping out of school. Using case profiles of five BMY who have
been traditionally excluded from public schools, this research focuses on how the social forces, such as
family structure, gender, ethnicity, social class, and social structural constraints, interact to produce said
exclusion. The results of this research indicate that the production of exclusion is an obscure process that
is located in and hidden behind: traditional views of learning of BMY and adult stakeholders in education,
unexamined assumptions and biases of BMY and adult stakeholders in education, and State sponsored
policies and regulations. The implications of this research are discussed, in terms of theory and
application. Applied anthropologist in education must take a theoretical role in uncovering ingrained
belief systems and unexamined paradigms that control our educational institutions. To move applied
anthropology into the next dimension, this study also addresses the need for interdisciplinary
collaboration to create and implement sustainable solutions for the various issues present in United States’
educational institution.

i

CHAPTER ONE:
INTRODUCTION

The 2012 report The Urgency of Now: The Schott 50 State Report on Public Education
and Black Males (Schott Foundation for Public Education 2012) reveals that with respect to
Black Male Youth (BMY – please see Appendix I for a list of acronyms used in this dissertation)
graduation rates, Florida is in a State of Emergency. BMY are defined as minority male youth,
between the ages of 12-18, who have been historically excluded from public educational
institutions. It is important to note here that the exclusion of BMY is an insidious process
meaning that not all BMY are targeted at the same pace, the same time, or even at all. During the
2009-2010 school year from which data is analyzed in this report, only 47 percent of
approximately 310,775 BMY who were enrolled in secondary schools in the State of Florida
graduated. Although Florida was one of 10 States with the highest BMY enrollment, alarmingly
the graduation rate of BMY was at the bottom, ranking 42 out of 50 states. What was the cause?
According to the Schott Report results, BMY were systematically excluded and
disproportionately disenfranchised from attending school. BMY were targeted for expulsion,
suspension, and detention; a by-product of such targeting of BMY was their own self-exclusion
from school. Hence, all of the “dropping out” factors - expulsion, suspension, detention, and
self-exclusion of BMY - have led to unequal educational outcomes and, most unfortunately, an
increase in BMY participation in criminal activity because of their diminished socio-economic
standing and prospects for socio-economic advancement.
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Fortunately, and distinct from earlier works in the anthropology of education that
attributed the existence of “dropping out” and academic underachievement and the resultant
diminished socio-economic standing of BMY exclusively to pathologies of the student and his
family, the concept of “dropping out” no longer places blame solely on the BMY and/or his
family as the exclusive cause for a student’s decision to leave school. “Dropping out” of school
is now best understood as a process of exclusion where a pattern of school practices, policies,
and ideologies exist and converge to systematically deny BMY access to formal secondary
educational settings. In her book, Reframing Dropouts (1991), Michelle Fine explains that the
process of “exclusion,” that is “the making of a dropout,” arises from factors such as silencing
student voices, labeling and stigmatizing students, as well as parents’ sense of being unwelcome
(1991:5).
Further, Fine points out that there is a problem with the federal government’s
educational model, which places emphasis and prioritization on the equity of opportunity and
access to education rather than the equity of educational outcomes. In her case study, she notes
that while the school maintained its open-door policy for any student in the zoned area, less than
one-fifth of the original ninth grade class graduated because of patterns of exclusions (cf., e.g.,
Rios 2011).
My interest in the relationship between patterns of exclusions and educational outcomes
of BMY surfaced in the early fall of 2008. Barack Obama was running an exceptional campaign
for president of the United States, my son, a future BMY, was two years old, and I was in my
third year of teaching mostly black male high school students who were on a Special Diploma
Track in a county on the west coast of Florida. Students on a Special Diploma Track are taught
from a modified curriculum that emphasizes vocational and life skills rather than preparation for
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learning at institutions of higher education. Students on a Special Diploma Track were not
expected to attend institutions of higher education. Indeed, special diplomas are not accepted as
a legitimate measure of potential success in college. My students knew this and accepted that the
pursuit of higher education and thus obtaining a career sanctioned by society as worthwhile was
effectively impossible for them. Dispirited, my students viewed education as irrelevant and
would not take schoolwork seriously. Consequently, they were constantly in trouble with the
School Resource Officers and consistently placed in juvenile detention facilities at an alarming
rate.
The habit and speed with which teachers and administrators recommended and placed
BMY on the Special Diploma Track was extraordinary, and I was saddened by what I perceived
as lack of interest in academic achievement and professional success on the part of my students.
I became determined to be part of a change. I began reading works of educational philosophers
and social scientists noted for their radical ideas. In Prison Notebooks, Antonio Gramsci argues
that “a revision must take place in modes of thinking because a change has taken place in the
social mode of existence” (1988 :336). In other words, traditional thinking has been used to
solve modern day problems without taking into account changing social realities. In order for
true change to occur in society, the modes of thinking must match with, and even catch up to, the
modes of individual existence and social relationships in modern day society. Gramsci
advocates for a stronger unity of theory and practice to manifest between the philosopher and the
masses, which would result in positive change for the masses. He suggests that educating the
masses successfully requires cultivating faith in each individual in the positive progression of
their social group. This cultivation of faith would allow each individual member of the social
group to see value in the Self, to see value in education, and to challenge the impossible.
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In Pedagogy of Hope, the Brazilian educational theorist Paolo Freire writes about a need
for a type of education in hope: “Hope, as it happens, is so important for our existence,
individual and social, that we must take every care not to experience it in a mistaken form, and
thereby allow it to slip toward hopelessness and despair; hopelessness and despair are both the
consequence and the cause of inaction and immobilism” (1992:3). Although saddened, I was not
without hope. I determined that if not for the sake of my male students, then for future
generations like that of my son who would soon enter the education system, I would do
something.
It was early 2009 and Barack Obama, running on hope, made history, winning the
election and becoming the nation’s first black president. I turned to anthropology for further
inspiration. I applied for and was accepted into the doctoral degree program in applied
anthropology at the University of South Florida. Acceptance into the anthropology program
confirmed a feeling I had when first exposed to anthropology as an undergraduate. Anthropology
is a discipline of study that stirs the imagination, bolsters dreams of what is probable, indeed
achievable, when seeking to alleviate societal ills. It is a field of study that has taught me to
reject the imposition of exclusion, hopelessness and despair, and perhaps more importantly, not
to self-exclude based on what others have pre-determined about me. I hope to pass the lessons
on to future generations.
In the research presented here, I intend, by developing a theoretical lens with which to
understand BMY exclusion, to expand upon Fine’s work. I seek to identify from the BMY
perspective additional factors feeding patterns of exclusion and to propose strategies for
intervention not only to mitigate such patterns of exclusion but also to improve the educational
outcomes of BMY. I do so through an ethnographic study of a charter school located in a county
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in western Florida where BMY are in school but at risk of “dropping out” as Fine defines the
process.
In this dissertation, I posit the existence of a confluence of a number of structural forces
that are co-producing school exclusion within the educational system. The general approach I take in
this dissertation is from an anthropological political economy (Robotham 2012; Roseberry 1988). While political
economy is primarily concerned with economic production in relation to the distribution, exchange, and
consumption of economic goods, it analyzes economic activity in relation to the production and reproduction of the
material needs of a society, presenting itself “as a general theory of society, inequality, politics, the state and
culture” (Robotham 2012:41). Key for my purposes here is the capital-state relation, and the role of “a branch of the
state characterized by the configuration of a governmental apparatus that employs a number of strategies that tend to
reproduce the state relation and the prevailing system of capitalist class relations and reproduce the social formation
more generally” (Yelvington, Dillon-Sumner, and Simms 2014:114).

I am theorizing about the existence of

these forces which are mainly “off stage” and not always visible by tracing some of their effects
through my ethnographic research and personal reflections as a participant in the educational
system. That is, these causal mechanisms of school exclusion can only be known
ethnographically through their effects. In this dissertation, I demonstrate through my
ethnographic research how school professionals, such as school board members, administrators
and teachers, students, with a focus on BMY, parents, and community members interpret,
respond to, and sometimes resist these forces. The following research questions reflect this
perspective.
Research Questions
My research questions are informed by 1) anthropological and related social science
literature on BMY exclusion, 2) my experiences as a black female teacher of BMY, and 3) my
experiences as a single mother of my son, a BMY. My questions are as follows:
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1. How do BMY understand the social forces expressed in school practices, policies and ideologies
and the role they play in producing their exclusion from public schools?
2. How do BMY understand how family structure, customs and practices work to exclude them
from public schools?
3. How do BMY understand the structures of power related to gender, ethnicity, and social class
and the role these social forces play in feeding patterns of BMY exclusion from public schools?
4. How do teachers and administrators understand the social forces expressed in school practices,
policies and ideologies and the role they play in producing exclusion from public schools?
5. What strategies do BMY believe will alleviate patterns of exclusion in public schools?
6. What educational experiences do BMY believe will improve their educational outcomes in
public schools?
Research Setting: The Legacy of Desegregation and Educational Exclusion in Hillsborough
County Public Schools
The school where this research was conducted is what I call “AIM Academy,” a
pseudonym for a charter school located in Hillsborough County, Florida, within which is located
the city of Tampa and its environs. It was not until recently that Hillsborough County Public
Schools (HCPS) began to actively desegregate the school system under the scrutiny of the
federal government (Hall 1992; Baber 1999). In 1962, the federal government found that HCPS
still operated segregated schools, despite the 1954 ruling of Brown vs. the Board of Education
that forbade segregation, and ordered HCPS to submit a plan of action to desegregate their
schools (Hall 1992). Over the next nine years, HCPS would make several unsuccessful attempts
to desegregate their schools including allowing students and their families the freedom to choose
which school they would like to attend (Hall 1992). According to Shircliffe (2015), this resulted
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in many black students who requested to be transferred to white schools being denied to attend
these schools and white students not even applying to transfer to black schools. As the years
went by, it became increasingly clear that educational exclusion of some students was an element
not considered when HCPS first developed their desegregation plan in the 1960s.
In 1971, the federal government, still displeased at the pace of school desegregation in
HCPS, ordered the school board to develop an effective and comprehensive plan to desegregate
(Shircliffe 2015). After a Supreme Court ruling in Swann vs. Charlotte-Mecklenburg Board of
Education that allowed busing to be used as a solution to abolish segregated schools, HCPS
implemented a busing program to assist in the desegregation of their public schools (Hall 1992).
The opposition to the busing program was strong. Many parents felt that the federal government
overstepped its authority and forced them to do something they did not want to do. Other parents
preferred community, neighborhood schools, where parents could pick up their sick child at a
school that was closer to their home, rather than traveling as far as 32 miles to get their child.
The HCPS school board heard the complaints, but still had to comply with the court order.
To successfully implement the busing program, HCPS public schools needed to be reconfigured.
This meant that some grades would be eliminated from certain schools in certain areas to limit
public school options for families. For example, according to Shircliffe (2015), many schools in
predominately black neighborhoods were converted to single grade centers for middle grade
(sixth and seventh grade) while many schools in predominately white neighborhoods were
converted to elementary grades (first through fifth) and some high school grades (tenth through
twelfth). Here, it is important to mention the impact reconfiguration had on black teachers and
administrators.
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Due to the closing of several schools in the black community, many black teachers and
administrators lost their jobs and/or were demoted in segregated schools, resulting in the lack of
black role models in leaderships positions in desegregated schools (Hall 1992). Many began to
cite this phenomenon as being a cause of the limited participation and engagement of BMY in
schools (personal communication AIM Academy board member September 2015).
By the late 1970s and early 1980s, many parents and civil rights leaders in the
community began to see the impact forced busing had on black families and students. In some
cases, black students travelled more distance than white students to their schools for a longer
period of time. White students had to only travel long distances two out of the twelve years they
attended school (Shircliffe 2013). In other cases, reports began to surface regarding the
inequitable discipline towards black students and unfair placement of black children into
remedial and/or special education classes (Aquil 1979; Hall 1992). For instance, one report
pointed out that black students were more likely to receive harsher punishment than their white
counterparts for similar offenses (Hall 1992). Still, bullying persisted against both white and
black students as white students, who were bused to majority and traditionally black schools,
were bullied by black students and black students bused to majority white schools were bullied
by white students (Shircliffe 2015). There were constant conflicts and bullying incidences that
took place between white and black students as social groups began to form based on ethnicity.
In one instance, black students staged a walk out in one desegregated high school because school
officials and students refused to acknowledge Black History Week, which would later become
Black History Month, in their school curriculum (Aquil 1979).
In 1991, HCPS school board decided to reconfigure school zones based on a feasibility
assessment that said it would be beneficial for students in the middle grade centers (sixth and

8

seventh) to have more years in the same school to build relationships with teachers (Hall 1992).
The feasibility assessment also found that families were moving into different neighborhoods
resulting in some schools becoming racially imbalanced. In addition, during this time HCPS also
opened “magnet schools,” or schools that focused on a specialized curriculum in fine arts,
technology and/or music, in black neighborhoods (Hall 1992). Consequently, many began to
see a reemergence of segregation and racially imbalanced schools; in 1994, the National
Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP) filed a lawsuit against HCPS for
failure to comply with the 1971 court order to desegregate schools (Baber1999). From here, a
legal battle ensued. One judge decided that HCPS did not fully comply with the 1971 federal
law, that the court ordered bus transportation and supervision should be continued. However,
after an appeal, another judged ruled that the federal supervision should end. Instead, the judge
ruled that the emphasis should be on whether HCPS has reached unitary status where all schools
in the county were considered desegregated.
In 1998, HCPS developed various methods to reach unitary status by implementing a
school choice program allowing families to choose which school their child could attend (Baber
1999). From this process, incidences of educational exclusion such as high expulsion, high
suspension rates, the role of testing, and placement of BMY in special education courses became
visible to black families and students (Baber 1999). As a result of these circumstances,
researchers, community activists, parents, and other stakeholders worked hard throughout the
years to develop and implement several measures to reduce educational exclusion among BMY.
For instance, Response to Intervention (RTI) techniques were studied and developed by a panel
of psychologists, educational researchers, and social and behavioral scientists to reduce the
amount of educational exclusion BMY were experiencing through placement in special
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education (National Research Council 1982). This process was used to slow down the rate in
which students, in particular black males, were placed in remedial and/or special education
classes. These techniques included additional instructional time in a small group for students,
math intensive classes, and intensive writing classes (personal communication with ESE District
Resource Teacher November 2016).
TABLE 1: TIMELINE OF DESEGREGATION AND EDUCATIONAL EXCLUSION IN HCPS
1950-1980
• In 1954 with Brown vs. Board of Topeka, the US Supreme Court forbids
segregation in schools.
• In 1958 black parents in HCPS are still unable to enroll thier children
into white schools. As a result, black parents took HCPS to court in
Manning vs. the School Board of Hillsborough County.
• In 1962, a federal court finds that HCPS still has an illegal segregated
school system.
• In 1971 a US district judge orders desegragation in HCPS. HCPS
stakeholders begin to implement a desegregation plan. Busing and
court ordered supervision of HCPS begins.
• Black schools begin to close its doors in favor of busing black students
to white schools.
• In 1979, After concerns over the amount of BMY entering Special
Education are voiced consistently, Response to Intervention (RTI),
based heavily on critical race theory framework,is developed by
researchers as a new way to identify students with learning disabilities.
1980-2000
• In 1994- the NAACP filed a lawsuit against HCPS for failure to comply
with the 1971 ruling.
• In 1996, during a lawsuit proceedings, it was found that for the 1994 to
1995 school year the suspension rates for black students was two to four
times higher than the rate for white students.
2000-Present

•
•
•
•
•
•

Source

•

In 2001, federal judge lifts busing order meaning HCPS could not
longer assign students to a school based on race. The federal judge also
lifts the desegration court order on HCPS.
Magnet programs and charter schools are developed as a way to
increase diversity in schools.
In 2004, school choice programs were developed as another way to
increase diversity within HCPS.
AIM Academy first opens for the 2003-2004 school year.
In 2014, the US Department of Education Office of Civil Rights begins
an investigation into HCPS disciplinary practices of minority youth.
In 2004 the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act provides
funding to start RTI programs in state and districts.
Sources, Aquil 1979; Hall 1992; Baber 1999; Shircliffe 2015.
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For the most part, this process has slowed down the rate in which students are placed in special
education, in particular because problem solving teams are now required to collect a significant
amount of data to show the interventions they used to help students increase their academic skills
before recommending special education placement (personal communication with District
Resource Teacher November 2016).
It has taken over 60 years for desegregation measures to be implemented in HCPS, and it
continues to be an ongoing process. Many were still concerned that even with the
implementation of magnet school programs and school choice that HCPS still remained
segregated in some areas (Shircliffe 2002). It was within this contentious climate that AIM
Academy was founded, sustained, and eventually expanded.
According to the FLDOE website, HCPS was the third largest school district in Florida
and the eighth largest school district in the United States with an enrollment of approximately
211,064 students for the 2015-2016 school year. Of those 211,064 students, 44,620, or 21
percent, are black. For 2015-2016, HCPS operated 268 schools including 142 elementary, 43
middle, 4 K-8, 27 high school, 11 Centers, and 41 charter schools.
Charter schools maintain a unique and often misunderstood position in the community.
While charter schools are classified as public schools because they are sponsored with minimal
public funds, they are autonomous. They have their own school board separate from the county
school board (US Department of Education 2004). As a result, charter school administrators,
faculty, and staff members have the flexibility to use innovative instructional practices, an
unconventional curriculum and unique forms of assessment. Funding is dependent on student
enrollment and on student achievement on statewide Common Core testing. Therefore, the
school district has the power to revoke a charter’s license if student enrollment and student
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achievement falls below Florida Standard Assessment (personal communication with AIM
Academy principal October 2016).
AIM Academy
“The whole institution should be working with the healing process.”—Dr. Cole, Board member
This research was conducted at AIM Academy, a tuition-free public charter school
located in the HCPS system. AIM Academy prides itself on being a small charter school that has
existed in the Tampa Bay community since the early 2000’s and for serving minority families.
AIM Academy has also been designated as a Title I school, meaning the school has a high
number of children enrolled from low-income families. As a result, AIM Academy receives
financial assistance from the US Department of Education to make certain that these same
children have the ability to meet the state required academic standards. The principal
consciously scouts and hires minority teachers but is open to any educator she believes is a good
fit for faculty and most importantly the students (personal communication September 2015). The
AIM Academy principal discussed this more in depth during an informal conversation in her
office.
“Honestly, I would prefer highly qualified minority teachers because some students
would benefit from seeing people who looked like them in a professional position.
That’s why I always emphasize professionalism among the teachers! The kids are always
watching and we are their role models.”
Ideally, this school works well for the learner and even the educator who prefers a small learning
environment to learn, teach, and ultimately heal.
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The principal is sure to not only do background checks on students who apply to the
school but also interviews students and their families to determine if they would be a good fit for
AIM Academy. Once students are accepted, they are grouped with students who have similar
academic abilities and/or behavioral tendencies. Students then stay with their group for the rest
of the school day as they transition to their different classes.
AIM Academy also utilizes single-gender education. For the first nine weeks of school,
students are grouped according to their gender and transition to each class with their group.
From my observations, the groups appear to be more focused. The boys are less distracted and
were more likely to compete with each other to get the best grades. There is still interaction
between boys and girls but it is limited to breakfast, lunch, and assemblies. The principal leans
towards single-gender classrooms because she says she is concerned about the role hormones
may play in the focus of student learning. This opinion was revealed during an informal meeting
with the AIM Academy principal.
“These students, especially the eighth graders, cannot seem to focus in the classroom. I
don’t know what is going on with them. Now I know it is a classroom management issue
as well, but these kids with their little hormones. When you have boys and girls in the
same class they cannot seem to focus and their hormones are raging! This one is going
out with this one. This one likes this one and that one doesn’t like this one and likes
someone else. She is her best friend and she knew she liked him but she worked in a
group with him and now they are not best friends anymore. They don’t even know what
to do with themselves. This is why it is good we do not have allow cell phones in the
classroom. Who knows what type of photos students would take during classroom
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instruction, that would be posted on social media, and distract students from what they
are supposed to be focused on in school.”
The idea behind using single gendered classrooms is to create a sense of community, where all
can be united, focused and feel included based on one characteristic, their sex (personal
communication AIM Academy principal October 2015).
AIM Academy administrative team, faculty and students all have a vested interest in
ensuring that students are able to focus in class and perform well on assessments. Each year
grades are assigned to schools by the FLDOE based on what is now called the Florida Standards
Assessment, formerly known as the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test, to determine a
school’s effectiveness. If a school does not perform well, it is assigned an “F” letter grade
meaning it is a low performing school (Personal communication with ESE District Resource
Teacher September 2017). However, the school letter grades are based on student performance
on the test. This means if a student does not perform well on the test, it is predicted they would
have trouble mastering the grade level content of the following year in addition to an unlikely
chance of successfully graduating on time (personal communication ESE District Resource
Teacher September 2016). This is why these assessments are considered “high-stakes”. There is
a lot to lose if students do not perform well and if teachers do not have adequate resources to
teach the necessary skills and content needed for students to receive a passing score on the test.
According to the FLDOE website, FLDOE uses a formula for elementary and middle
schools based on several different components to assign grades to different schools in the State.
These components are based on:
1. Student achievement with a passing score in the areas of English language arts, math, science,
and social studies.
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2. Student learning gains in the subject areas of English language arts, and math. This component
also includes the learning gains of the lowest performing students in the areas of English
language arts and math.
(Taken from: http://schoolgrades.fldoe.org/pdf/1516/SchoolGradesOverview16.pdf)
AIM has also been designated as a high performing school due to earning a school grade
of “A” for two consecutive years. This allows AIM to expand and open more grades. Since its
founding in the early 2000s, AIM served grades 6-8. However, during my period of fieldwork
(2015-2017) it was planned that grades K-5 would be added. It was anticipated prior to
expansion that one class for each grade would be available for families with a total of no more
than 15 students in each added grade (personal communication with AIM Academy principal
February 2016).

TABLE 2: AIM ACADEMY DEMOGRAPHICS

Demographics
Teachers

Male Female Black Hispanic
3
7
8
2

White Asian Multiracial Indian Total
0
0
0
0
10

Administrators
Board
Members
Students

1
4

2
3

3
5

0
0

0
2

0
0

0
0

0
0

3
7

55

65

94

16

3

1

6

0

120

With a total of ten faculty members, three administrators and 120 students (see Table
1.2), AIM can be characterized as a close-knit, family-type atmosphere where a small
professional learning community exists. Older family members have attended AIM Academy
including older siblings and cousins and some administrator and faculty family members who
continue to enroll in the school. It is not uncommon to hear faculty members reminisce about an
older sibling alumni of a current student who attends AIM Academy. It is also interesting to note
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that seven out of the ten teachers currently employed by AIM Academy have worked at the
school for more than five years. These facts show that AIM Academy is a unique educational
environment which strives to help create generations of educated and independent thinking
individuals who can contribute to the community at large.
It is important to note that in this research AIM Academy has come to represent just a
segment of the larger schools that exist within HCPS. AIM Academy follows the same school
year calendar as HCPS and in most cases, follows the same rules and guidelines in terms of
testing and standards. Although the AIM Academy school board has the freedom to choose the
curriculum to be used in their school, this curriculum must prepare students for the high-stakes
tests administered in the spring. In addition, administers and teachers must have the same
certifications required as HCPS administers and teachers. In most cases, students have attended
other schools before entering AIM and along with this comes mindsets, perceptions, biases and
ideas about what to expect from the school, teachers and administrators.
The reasons for creating AIM Academy became clear while interviewing board member,
Dr. Cole (all names in this dissertation are pseudonyms). When asked about his opinion
regarding the elements that are not as effective when it comes to educating BMY in HCPS, Dr.
Cole responded with the following:
“I cannot think of any genuine operational element[s] that are being successfully and
have been consistently employed within the Hillsborough County District in the past 50
years since I am a product of it. I came out of a historical[ly] segregated school system
where those who were in the school system at the time truly loved and cared and they
truly engaged in our nurturing and nourishing us up. They understood certain things.
They encouraged the development of our aspirations, they encouraged us to become
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inspired, and they encouraged us to look at the mountain top and not to believe that we
cannot do. We were not being discouraged; we were being encouraged. There were very
little incidents of suspension, expulsion and stuff.”
Here, we see Dr. Cole’s nostalgic view of schooling during segregated times in Tampa. He
points out the valuable aspects of being educated by teachers and administrators who not only
looked like him but also came from the same environment as him. Attempting to recreate this
reality however can do more harm than good.
In her article, Desegregation and the Historically Black High School: The Establishment
of Howard W. Blake in Tampa, Florida (2002), Barbara Shircliffe points out that it is unhelpful
and unhealthy to reminisce and frame segregation as the most utopian time to educate black
children. The main reason is because this type of sentiment may undermine new and innovative
ways to implement educational equity measures that promote equal educational outcomes
therefore hindering progress within the educational system.
Outline of the Dissertation
In this dissertation, I try to understand the mechanisms of BMY exclusion using the AIM
Academy as an ethnographic field site. Using the information collected from research
participants in combinations with HCPS and AIM Academy school board minutes, newspaper
articles, personal communications with other individuals, and my own participant-observation
fieldwork, I will present ethnographic evidence that demonstrates the various levels involved in
the production of educational exclusion.
I begin by locating the study within the anthropological and other social science literature
on the social role of schooling in Chapter 2, focusing on the way formal education systems
interface with and support structures of power. I consider various theoretical models that
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emphasize the impact of individual characteristics of BMY such as race, ethnicity, gender,
family structure and social class, on the educational experiences and outcomes of BMY. I also
consider the exclusive emphasis on social structural forces such as policies, laws and educational
processes determined by the State and its impact on BMY educational experiences and
outcomes. Discarding these approaches, I develop a model that is based on a multidimensional
approach that examines how exclusion is produced and reproduced in a formal education system.
I use this “learning role” to show how we can conceptualize and gain an ethnographic
understanding of BMY exclusion through the lens of becoming or not becoming full participants
in a formal educational system.
In Chapter 3, I provide an account of the methods used in this study. I discuss the
recruitment of study participants and then I provide explanations of the methods used in
answering my research questions posed above. This dissertation used mixed methods. That is, I
use participant-observation, observation, in-depth interviews, archival record research, survey
instruments and PhotoVoice to capture the multidimensional issue of BMY exclusion. These
diverse data collection strategies are effective for ethnographic research because they allow for
researchers to learn about a new situation or phenomenon from multiple “insider” perspectives
while crosschecking their own perceptions, ideas and conclusions (Lecompte and Schensul
1999).
The ethnographic evidence for this study is broken into two distinct parts. The first
section appears in Chapter 4 which highlights BMY voices, perceptions, attitudes and
experiences. As we will see BMY featured in this study share similar experiences -both at home
and in school-during their primary school years that eventually impacted and shaped their
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attitudes and perceptions of secondary school, of their self-identification and of the overall
education system.
The second section emphasizes teacher perceptions and attitudes. Chapter 5 is devoted to
the documentation and analysis of these through in-depth interviews, participant observation in
faculty and school board meetings, and observations during classroom instruction. As we will
see, the teachers and administrators hold somewhat different perspectives than the students. We
will see that the teachers are in conflict with themselves and others. On one hand, they work
within the education system and follow the system-made processes, rules, paradigms, and
procedures. On the other hand, teachers see where the system fails BMY and their own teaching
profession resulting in frustration and on some level ineffectiveness in the classroom. While the
faculty members featured in this study want what is best for BMY, we will see that their
emotional and mental health is negatively impacted by this conflict. Both perspectives are
necessary in understanding the multidimensionality of the production of educational exclusion.
Finally, in Chapter 7, I argue how this study contributes to both anthropological theory
and applied anthropology. I believe that the main contribution to anthropological theory lies in
the multidimensional approach towards understanding how exclusion is produced and
reproduced in an educational system. This leads to the applied implications. As a result of the
findings presented in this dissertation, a number of possibilities arise. For example, the data
collected, framed by the multidimensional approach, can be used to develop an evaluation
system to determine a school’s effectiveness in combating exclusion. These findings can also be
used as a basis for developing marketing campaigns to assist decision-making stakeholders in
using a different perspective when creating processes, rules and procedures for schools. The
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possibilities are endless but cannot be effectively implemented without collaboration and
understanding of the issues.
This research study is organized in the following three parts. Both part one and part two
make up the ethnographic evidence of this study. Part one focuses on BMY participant
attitudes, activities and perceptions regarding their own educational experiences in HCPS. Part
two focuses on teacher and administrator attitudes, belief systems, perceptions and activities in
the context of the educational system’s public sphere and influence. Part three concludes this
study in two sections: the first section discusses the contributions of this research to
anthropological theory; the second section discusses the contributions of this student to applied
anthropology.
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CHAPTER TWO:
LITERATURE REVIEW

Theoretical Approaches to School Exclusion
The anthropological and related social science literature on academic achievement that
deals with school exclusion identifies 1) the structure of family; 2) ethnic and racial
discrimination; 3) social class; 4) gender identity; and 5) the social-structural forces that operate
at the level of the schools and society as factors contributing to school exclusion. In what
follows, I present a critical evaluation of this literature in order to situate my own study with the
work of other scholars and develop my own theoretical approach which I argue will provide
more explanatory purchase to this phenomenon than previous approaches.
The Structure of the Family
Anthropology’s strongest influence in educational research is the implementation of the
“culture” concept into analysis for purposes of assessing variations in academic achievement.
The culture concept is important because it points out that behavior is a learned phenomenon
rather than a genetic trait. However, the culture concept has been misused and even
misinterpreted as in the “culture of poverty” framework made popular through Oscar Lewis’s
studies in Mexico and Puerto Rico, Hyman Rodman's research in Trinidad (Lewis 1961; 1966;
Rodman 1971), and the work of others, and then applied to the urban United States. This
perspective is based on the assumption that individuals who are in the lower socio-economic
class share universal dysfunctional characteristics in family structures, value systems, spending
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patterns, interpersonal relationships and time orientation that are passed on from generation to
generation (Lewis 1961; 1966). These characteristics are used to predict educational outcomes.
Daniel Patrick Moynihan’s 1965 policy report, The Negro Family: The Case for National
Action, attributes high “dropout” rates and low achievement scores on tests among BMY to the
dysfunction and disorganization of “The Negro family.” According to the policy report, the main
factor contributing to the dysfunction is the tendency for BMY to never have a consistent and
constant relationship with an adult black male authority figure (see the critique in Greenbaum
2015; Moynihan 1965; Valentine 1968). As a result, black families in general became the face
of poverty while BMY became viewed as irresponsible, unemployed, and unattached (Frazier
1939; Pattillo-McCoy 1999).
Under this theory, BMY drop out of school because they feel helpless, marginalized,
dependent, and ostracized (Moynihan 1965). In other words, it is the fault of BMY raised in and
by disorganized families headed by divorced, unmarried or otherwise dysfunctional single
mothers, who lack the capacity to socialize their illegitimate children into the ideal middle class
family (defined as a nuclear family with male parental authority prominent). What is more, the
family characteristics result in self-defeating attitudes and lower intelligences in black families.
This theoretical tradition stigmatized BMY as one undifferentiated, pathological group
(Greenbaum 2015; Pattillo-McCoy 1999; Stack 1974)
Consider Rodman’s study of lower class families in Negro Trinidad where seven “facts”
are identified as major aspects of lower class family organization (Rodman 1971). One of which
is discussed here, to wit, “husbands and fathers are often marginal members of the nuclear
family” (1971:177). This single observation has been used to advance the view of why lower
class families stay in their social class position, why they are unable to measure up to society’s
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higher standard of living, and why economic policies that seek to lift BMY and their families out
of poverty will fail.
At the same time of the increase in the culture of poverty studies, other researchers,
notably anthropologists, were refuting the ideas promoted by this framework (e.g. Leacock 1971;
Stack 1974; Valentine 1968). One of the major criticisms is that the culture of poverty
framework was developed in haste, underdeveloped, and commonly misused. In terms of
education, the model conceals the structural forces that impact inequality and focuses exclusively
on how the familial setting impacts upon the individual characteristics of a person and thus
accounts for why they may fail. This in turn has had a negative influence on finding solutions to
educational issues because the problem is not clearly and accurately defined and described using
the culture of poverty framework.
Brett Williams (1999) points out that the promotion of flawed nuclear family ideals in the
western world has negatively impacted the development of equality within institutions. She
argues that when abstract concepts like non-nuclear families are used to concretize socioeconomic and educational inequalities the very real socio-economic issues and problems facing
families on the lower socio-economic stratum are obscured. Williams shares three claims about
families which continue to mask the impact of socio-economic and education policies in the
production of unequal outcomes in social institutions: Praising white families as self-reliant,
praising black families as nurturing communities, while simultaneously faulting black families
for the deterioration of family values. The result is that white middle and upper class patriarchal
standards drive socio-economic and education policy that sanctions the use of dubious social
theory. Similarly, in All Our Kin, Carol Stack concludes that the socio-economic inequality
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within the overall socio-political system “is necessary for the maintenance of the existing order”
that serves to keep black families poor (Stack 1974:127).
These theories have become popularized and in some ways, continue to influence
educators and educational researchers to use family characteristics to predict/predetermine
student achievement. In fact, as Diane Scott-Jones (1986) reasons, when the characteristics of
diverse families are considered in the development of curriculum and practice, education in
schools would be more beneficial for students. Combined, these criticisms meant that researchers
would search elsewhere to explain academic achievement among groups based on cultural
difference.
Ethnic and Racial Discrimination
John Ogbu’s Cultural Ecological Theory combines a consideration of micro community
forces and macro educational institutional forces that influence educational performance of
minorities (Ogbu 2008). Key to Ogbu’s perspective is the comparison of the immigrant or
voluntary minority and the non-immigrant or involuntary minority (Foley 1991). According to
this view, immigrant minority communities maintain a different frame of reference regarding
educational opportunities where they see a better chance of success in their country of
destination when compared to their home country. On the other hand, non-immigrant
communities’ frame of reference compares their educational opportunity to the white middle
class resulting in hopelessness and poor outcomes.
Moreover, Ogbu considers the influence of how both groups have been historically
incorporated into the US political economy (Valenzuela 2008). While voluntary immigrant
groups chose to come to the United States, non-immigrant involuntary groups are ones who have
been enslaved, colonized or conquered (Ogbu 2008). Due to their historical experiences, those in
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the non-immigrant involuntary group formed adaptive strategies such as pimping or gang activity
to cope with feelings of inadequacy and illegitimacy (Foley 1991). In essence, this school of
thought argues that oppositional cultures came into being and began to have a negative influence
on minority student performance and achievement, particularly minorities belonging to the nonimmigrant involuntary group.
Foley (1991) argues Ogbu’s use of dualisms and negative emphases on oppositional
cultures are value laden and “prejudges a number of questions ethnic theorists leave open”
(1991:76). For example, Ogbu’s emphases on success/failure, voluntary/involuntary, and the
formation of oppositional cultures as a negative response to a historical experience does not offer
practical knowledge on the issue of academic performance. Instead, these conclusions reinforce
a negative perspective on low-income minority families and their relationship to academic
performance (Foley 1991; cf. Foster 2008).
Building off of these ideas, Fordham used the notion of the oppositional cultural to test
and/or predict academic failure among BMY in the United States (Fordham and Ogbu 1986;
Ogbu 2008). She focuses on coping with the burden of “acting white.” According to the “acting
white” hypothesis, some African Americans developed identities in opposition to what they see
as white social identity. These oppositional identities come about as a result of black peer
pressure aimed at reinforcing a black identity defined as one in opposition to the standards of
success in “white society” such as academic achievement and adhering to modes of comportment
such as speech patterns, dress, gender identity and sexuality, and general behavioral repertoires
associated with white people. African American students had the additional burden of “acting
white” if they wanted to be academically successful (Fordham and Ogbu 1986). Ultimately,
Fordham concludes that race plays a significant role in academic achievement among minority
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youth. She argues the tendency for some black students to devalue and downplay their own
academic achievement has largely to do with youth attempting to resolve the tension between
being smart (supposedly like white people) and embracing their black identity so they can fit in
with their peers. She further suggests that if these African American students want to succeed in
school, they should distance themselves from “black cultural attributes,” explicitly blaming low
achievement of African American students on their own attitude towards education (Fordham
and Ogbu 1986).
Fordham’s theory fails to take account of other factors that influence educational
outcomes including gender, ethnicity, and class. This hypothesis assumes that the burden of
“acting white” is a collective oppositional identity formed among all African Americans. In
addition, the idea of an oppositional identity uses a cultural deficit framework to attempt to
understand variations in academic performance.
Also, incorporating ethnic discrimination into analysis of academic underachievement,
Sewell (1997, 1998) finds that one of the main explanations for BMY underachievement in
formal educational institutions in the United Kingdom is due to the tendency of educators to
consider BMY as one homogenous group and treat and label their ethnic and masculine identity
as deviant, conceiving BMY as underachievers and/or sex-crazed males. At the same time, these
stereotypes are reinforced among BMY peer groups. Depending on how educators view them,
BMY may act out in response either by accepting or rejecting the label. Sewell finds that those
BMY who reject these labels go through a constant struggle with faculty and administrators to
prove they do not fit into the negative stereotypes. This tension produces unequal educational
experiences and outcomes. Overall, Sewell faults institutional racism towards BMY as the
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primary reason for underperformance and underachievement in British schools offering a
different factor to include in how dropouts are produced.
Social Class
Rather than encouraging rejection of a specific culture as a method to achieve academic
success, an examination of social practices based on how social class interacts with ethnicity and
gender to reproduce inequalities may provide a better way of assessing educational outcomes
(e.g. Bourdieu 1977; Bourdieu and Passeron 1977; MacLeod 2009; Willis 1977). This approach
examines the student, his or her social praxis and cultural practice as well as institutional
structures of education to assess whether and/or how these factors contribute to the production
and reproduction of social inequality in society at large and how this is transferred into schools.
In Reproduction in Education, Society and Culture, Bourdieu and Passeron (1977)
critically analyze the exclusion and selection process of the educational system in France by
studying both the function and hidden function of examinations. They ask “whether the freedom
the educational system is given to enforce its own standards and its own hierarchies at the
expense for example of the most evident demands of the economic system, is not quid pro quo of
the hidden services it renders to certain classes by concealing social selection under the guise of
the technical selection and legitimating the reproduction of the social hierarchies by transmuting
them into academic hierarchies?” (1977:152-153).
The authors argue that when researchers seek to explain why a particular student
demographic fails to advance they tend to examine the characteristics of the student population.
This in turn reduces and limits the problem of dropping out of school as an individual choice
without any influence from external social forces. Instead, the authors claim that educational
systems serve to preserve the social class hierarchy through the process of “pass” (selection) or
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“fail” (elimination) examinations. These examinations are in a sense tests that are subjectively
manufactured based on social class norms and biases, but are presented as objective
measurements of development and universal truths. Consequently, working class students may
either choose to drop out of secondary school for fear of failing these examinations, or are not
selected because they have failed the examination. The hidden function of examinations then is
to legitimize the social class hierarchy through an academic process. According to Bourdieu and
Passeron, the examination process in combination with individual and subjective expectations
reproduces unequal educational outcomes.
In Ain’t No Makin’ It, Jay MacLeod criticizes the achievement ideology maintained by
schools. He writes: “Achievement ideology is neither effective at drawing obedience and
attentiveness out of students nor conducive to the development of a positive self-imagining
among working class pupils” (2009:262). Through his research, he finds that the emphasis on
achievement in schools deemphasizes motivation and identity development among male youth
pupils. He further suggests that the achievement ideology plays a hidden role in the school
curriculum by conveying messages of failure to the student. McLeod uses a multi-dimensional,
comparative approach to examine the role aspirations play in social reproduction between the
“Hallway Hangers,” a street wise, tough group comprised of mostly white males who rarely
attend school, and “The Brothers,” a group comprised of mostly African American males who
regularly attend the same low income school as the Hallway Hangers. MacLeod found that
despite the hope of doing well in school to obtain adequate employment in society and live a
middle-class life, the Brothers were unable to attain their goal. The Brothers produced their
social life based on their hopes for middle class prosperity and on their identities as future middle
class black men. However, they were still unable to move out of low wage, high turnover jobs.
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He cites the main reason for this phenomenon as due to the conflation of race and class by
potential employers and the overarching inequalities of the economic structure of society.
In Learning to Labour, Paul E. Willis (1977) combines a Marxist perspective with the
subjective, cultural view of his research participants, who are white, working class British “lads,”
to develop and analyze an ethnographic account of how class identity is reproduced in schools.
Born out of the University of Birmingham Cultural Studies tradition, Willis emphasizes the
“collective human praxis” (1977:4) as an important element to explain the process of social
reproduction. This perspective is important to consider because what was lacking from the
Marxist perspective of the structure of social reproduction was the synthesis of human social
relations and the role schools play in the reproduction of social class and labor. Willis argues
that it is both the working-class lads’ conscious and critical thinking of their own experience in
school, not limited to individual characteristics, and the school’s function in reproducing labor
power, that plays an integral role in the formation and/or reproduction of class identity.
Using qualitative methods, Willis investigates how working class ideology and values
were reproduced among white working class lads in a British working class community.
Through observations and interviews with the young lads at school, and following them after
leaving school by interviewing them in the workplace, along with interviews of teachers and
parents, Willis finds that not only are working class values promoted among the male youth and
their families but that these values are also assumed and reinforced by teachers and
administration.
These values entail a construction of masculinity as at odds with academic achievement,
itself seen as collaboration with structures of power such as school administrators, government
officials and the police, and business owners. Willis calls attention to the reproduction of
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inequalities as a product of multiple factors interacting in the social world, including educational
ideology, gender, social class, curriculum, ethnicity and the ideology of the young lads. This is
key to Willis’s research. Dropping out and academic underachievement cannot be reduced to
the characteristics of the working class male population but rather the interacting social forces of
subjective expectations with objective chances of success (Bourdieu and Passeron 1977). In
Reproduction in Education, Society, and Culture, Bourdieu and Passeron write, “The subjective
expectation which leads an individual to drop out depends directly on the conditions determining
the objective chances of success proper to his category, so that it must be counted among the
mechanisms which contribute to the actualization of objective probabilities” (1977: 156).
Because everyone, including the working-class lads, expected the lads to get working class jobs,
never moving beyond their social class, combined with the educational system not providing the
ways and means towards social upward mobility for the working-class lads, working class
ideology and values continue to be reproduced.
Theorizing in terms of practice is a useful framework for explaining unequal educational
outcomes in the education of BMY. This framework requires the researcher to document and
analyze how social lives are produces in a particular context rather than predict outcomes and
design cause and effect models to serve as the basis of exclusion. We will see more on this
below.
Gender Identity
Masculine identity and formation has also come into the forefront as a force that produces
dropouts. In Learning to Be a Man (2001), the anthropologist Barry Chevannes examines the
early socialization processes of boys in the Caribbean. The Caribbean context might shed some
light on the US context. He found the socialization process guides boys towards how they are to

30

behave as boys and then later as men. Boys develop an identity associated with being a mature
man where they are to provide for the family and take care of outdoor chores and activities. Even
more, boys are expected to be tough, self-reliant, and have survival techniques to persevere.
These expectations are reinforced both at home and at school. Where girls maintain obedient
behaviors at school, the nonconformist attitudes of boys are almost expected. Chevannes argues
there has not been an updated view concerning the socialization of boys. As a result, policies and
practices have been put in place with an emphasis on the academic achievement and economic
independence of women with a de-emphasis of the plight of black male youth in the education
system.
In The Marginalization of Black Males (1985), Errol Miller argues that black men have
become increasingly marginalized in Caribbean societies and in the Americas, due to a number
of different factors. According to Miller, black male identity is held in ill repute by the
mainstream media as dysfunctional and pathological and this view is reinforced in educational
institutions. This reduces the factors for why black males do not succeed in educational
institutions to individual characteristics and reasons. In addition, Miller claims that many
intervention-based programs are geared towards helping women and children while the programs
dedicated to the issues concerning black men are limited. In the end, Miller finds that while in
other ethnic groups girls tend to be less educated and more illiterate than boys, among the black
population a higher number of black women are more educated than black men.
MacLeod argued that the Hallway Hangers, who were conscious of the pitfalls in the
economic structure and critical of the notion that a high school diploma would translate into a
successful job, produced themselves based on their identities and dispositions as future white
men. To the Hallway Hangers this meant participation in violent crimes in the street and being
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defiant in school. Their masculinity represented a quality in their lives they could have control
over and enhance considering the other areas in their life that did not meet the US standard of
success or respectability (cf. Wilson 1973). On the other hand, MacLeod also showed that the
Brothers believed they had a chance at upward mobility as long as they did what they were
supposed to do. These young black men, believing in the achievement ideology, felt that they did
have a chance at success in life despite their race, social class, and even gender identity. In the
end, neither group of boys were able to “make it” despite having opposing viewpoints on the role
school plays in their lives.
Overall, MacLeod finds that members of a lower social class are unable to fully
participate in formal educational settings not because of any cultural deficits but rather due to
effects of structural inequalities imposed by external forces. He concludes that interlocking
factors of race, class, and gender play a vital role in the reproduction of social inequality in
schools and in the overall society, with class implicated as both the cause and the effect of
outcomes. However, he also argues that there was no “making it” for either group of boys
because the structure of society is already in place, the stage for failure already set. Despite
having the hope and will to succeed, the Brothers found themselves in similar situations as the
Hallway Hangers, whose belief was there being no “making it” no matter what they did.
For Willis, the lads are not passive agents in society who receive information. Instead,
this group forms what he calls “counter-school cultures” as an active form of resistance against
the structure and function of schools. Counter-school cultures are closely related to their
masculine identity where they act tough, play, fight, reject the conformists, and show off in front
of girls. Willis argues that the production of counter-school culture by the lads and the friction
with the dominant ideology of schools actually directs the young lads to certain types of work,
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more specifically working class jobs, and precludes any aspirations for academic achievement
and white-collar employment.
These works add an important dimension to my research in the participation of BMY in
secondary schools because they show what boys may expect from themselves as men-in-themaking may not match the ideology of the educational system. As a result of this challenge to
their masculinity, boys may disengage from school in order to preserve their own ideas of who
they are as men.
Social-Structural Forces & The Anthropology of Youth
At the turn of the twenty-first century, theories continued to emerge that examined
educational experiences among BMY. These theories shed light on educational processes,
experiences and outcomes of minority groups. For example, Victor M. Rios, in Punished:
Policing the Lives of Black and Latino Boys (2011), examined a culture of punishment through a
“Youth Control Complex” in Oakland, California and offers an interesting comparison between
school and prisons. In this theory, BMY are entangled in a system of criminalization,
punishment, and exclusion perpetrated by police and adults in the community that can stigmatize
them for life. He argues that public schools are using mechanisms from law enforcement and
correctional facilities to discipline those students seen as undesirable. For example, zero
tolerance policies in schools were derived from policing strategies used in the community and
adapted by school resource officers who, in turn, increase a sense of punitive control over BMY.
As a result, BMY develop coping mechanisms reminiscent of the incarcerated, including
resisting authority and taunting teachers relentlessly. In short, under the “Youth Control
Complex,” control and discipline, that is, punishment, supplants teaching and learning.
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Rios identifies the BMY not as helpless, deviant, passive criminals who self-exclude, but
rather active conscious critical agents of the Youth Control Complex aiming to resist the
complex but unable to do so. Rios recommends forming a “Youth Support Complex.” He calls
on community leaders, politicians, and, more importantly, teachers to end the school-to-prison
pipeline that leads this group from schools directly to prison. He calls on them to foster
legitimacy and human dignity among BMYs as a way to help lead them to productive adult lives.
Similarly, in Framing Dropouts (1991) social psychologist Michelle Fine found that
students who drop out of school were more critical of social and economic injustice and refused
to conform mindlessly to the institution of a school. She further provides an alternate view of
drop outs not as hopeless and helpless individuals but as critically minded and active learners
whose needs are unfulfilled in school. The factors she identifies are also systemic forces that are
put in place at the beginning of the development of secondary schools. Fine’s claim that
secondary educational institutions were never meant to serve low-income students and minority
youth is proven by the high number of low-income students and minority youth who never
graduate or receive a high school diploma (Fine 1991). At the same time, Fine discusses the
impact of low-income students dropping out of school. She claims that a high school degree is
more valuable for those students who are privileged rather than those students who are low
income, from a diverse economic background, and are female. Fine problematizes youth dropout
rates as an effect of the overall structure of society’s practices and policies and advocates for
community-based high schools that focus on students who are deemed as potential dropouts.
Although Fine’s theoretical perspective is not explicitly stated, her emphases on a theory
of the state and the African American woman’s experience in relation to school and the state
points to a Marxist/feminist perspective (Fine 1991). Fine criticizes the worldviews of
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administrators and teachers and sympathizes with students and their families while offering a
critique of the overall school system as a perpetuator of social inequality. It appears, however,
that Fine neglects to acknowledge the perceptions students have of themselves and of their
families. This element is important to consider in conjunction with a social structural
perspective because it captures a fuller interaction of forces that may contribute to the production
of exclusion and a student dropping out of school.
New themes continue to emerge in the anthropological literature examining educational
experiences among minority male youth. These themes shed light on schooling processes and
educational experiences and outcomes of minority groups. In one example, anthropologist
Jonathan Gayles (2002) focuses on resilience among African American male youth. He argues
that a focus on resiliency is necessary due to the high volume of literature on school failure
among BMY and barely any emphasis on achievement and/or “becoming achievers.”
In his study of resilience, Gayles investigates the experiences of five high achieving black
male students from two high schools and how these students assign meaning to their own
achievement. He finds that the students who went to the high school located in a lower socioeconomic area assigned meaning to achievement in school in order to motivate themselves to
change their lower economic status. Students from the lower socio-economic class emphasized
the end product of academic achievement and placed practical value on the high school diploma.
Gayles found that the wealthier students, however, did not emphasize academic achievement in
the same way, instead focusing on the process of becoming full participants in school. Gayles
writes of the wealthier students: “Students that invest in the process become more than students,
they become participants” (2002:151).
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Unfortunately, due to Gayles’s research framework, this finding was not expanded on in
terms of the social perspective of learning, as discussed below. Instead, Gayles illustrates high
achieving, higher income students as individuals who are “learning for learning’s sake” because
they could afford to do so. It is unclear whether the black male students from the lower socioeconomic class were successful academically. That said, Gayles’s analysis is lacking because
although it appeared to be a student-centered approach to learning and ways of knowing, it just
examined one factor – wealth or lack thereof – to apparently argue that wealthy black male
students were likely to become resilient, successful achievers. In addition, there was no
participation or observation of BMY in any social setting, greatly limiting the value of the results
of the study, but clearly forming a pad from which further research on the issue of resiliency can
be launched.
In The Citizen Factory (2002), anthropologist Aurolyn Luykx investigates Bolivian
education methods and suggests that a democratic pedagogical environment is necessary for
increasing participation of indigenous students in schools. This assertion is based on her finding
that power struggles among administrators, faculty, and students over control of knowledge and
delivery of information eventually result in the alienation of students from the educational
environment. In other words, the curriculum and the struggle to control what is taught and what
constitutes legitimate knowledge leads to exclusion. This revelation contributes to the
multidimensional approach I plan to use for explaining factors that produce dropouts.
In the article Youth and Cultural Practice, Bucholtz (2002) states that the anthropology
of youth emphasizes how adolescent youth produce and reproduce cultural practices. According
to Bucholtz, the adolescent life stage is a process where identity formation begins to take place.
She argues that instead of studying this life stage as “how bodies and minds are shaped for adult
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futures” (2002:532) the anthropological study of youth emphasizes how youth shape and
construct their own realities and socialize themselves without the guidance of adults. This
emerging literature focuses on the adolescent life stage not from the perspective of how
adolescents transition to adulthood, but from the perspective of how youth reproduce their
identities and shape their own world in their present context. Here, this perspective of youth
offers insight into how youth identities are shaped and cultural practices reproduced (Bucholtz
2002). Bucholtz (2002) also argues that the investigation into the culture practices and issues
associated with youth, typically focused on themes of deviance, sexuality, and violence. The
author points out that social science research in these areas obscures the flexibility of identities
among youth. This research seeks to use Bucholtz ideas about anthropology and youth as an
inspiration towards understanding BMY educational experiences and the production of exclusion
from BMY perspectives. Following in similar traditions of anthropology of youth, this research
will take into account the production of exclusion through youth-centered perspectives and
interactions.
Constructing a Theoretical Framework
I would place my own approach as a contribution to the emerging tradition in the overall
anthropology of youth and anthropology and education literature that takes into account the
myriad social forces that combine to contribute to the production of dropouts. The achievement
ideology, acquiring skills to pass a test to predict future academic success, and/or predetermine
placement on the special diploma track to exclusion is useful for framing the debate about
education outcomes. However, I submit that it is time to form a democratic pedagogical
environment in a classroom, where BMY are seen and see themselves as sources and creators of
knowledge and wisdom (Luykz 2002). In this environment, connection to the content of subject
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matter taught in school will be readily apparent to BMY and be recognized by them as valuable.
And where the Youth Control Complex is eliminated and replaced with processes that encourage
the full participation and socio-economic and academic advancement of BMY. It is with hope
that the theoretical contribution of my dissertation research will go some small way in achieving
these goals.
My theoretical approach, which is pulled and put together from various sources, seeks to
do the following:
1. To recognize that education is the realm of the State, and so it will entail a theory of the
state.
This research is informed by the idea that schooling is an apparatus of the state. To
explain further, the state uses educational institutions as a tool to encourage and promote its own
purpose (Small 2014). In the example of the capitalistic state, where productivity and profits are
the ends, public education is geared towards technical and vocational training where working
class students can learn a particular trade, while science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics (the co-called STEM fields) and medical academic degrees are promoted for middle
class students (McKenna 2013; Small 2014). However, I suggest that a theory of the state alone
will not be sufficient enough to explain the complexity of BMY educational experiences. Here, I
submit that both the structural conditions and the subjective states and agency/action taken by the
research participants of this study combine to produce exclusion. Given this, a dialectical
perspective of these phenomena in interaction will be necessary to understand the complex social
forces that impact BMY participation in schooling environments.
2. To take a dialectical perspective on the interaction between structural forces, such as racism,
class, and gender identity, and the behavioral repertoires of BMYs.
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This research takes into consideration that racism, class, gender identity and behavior
repertories of BMY all interdepend on each other for negotiating identities and interactions in the
social world. A dialectical perspective takes into account contradictory aspects of phenomena in
their conflictual interaction (see, e.g., Haug 2005). There are several different factors that impact
BMY and their relationship to schooling. Using a dialectical perspective acknowledges processes
of development – a progression of how things are and how things came to be in social reality. In
the example of BMY educational experiences, a dialectical perspective represents the fluidity of
their experiences and reality, showing that BMY circumstances are not static but are in constant
motion and are subject to change based on social forces that come into play at a particular point
in time. It is anticipated that my research with BMY will ultimately change their viewpoint on
their experiences with formal schooling from the initial start of the research to the end.
3. To incorporate the Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP) Framework.
In what follows, I adapt anthropologist Jean Lave and education theorist Étienne
Wenger’s (1991) ideas of “situated learning” and their Legitimate Peripheral Participation (LPP)
framework as a basis from which to develop an appropriate theoretical model in order to explore,
identify, and understand how BMY exclusion is produced and how it can be prevented. The
overall goal of this theoretical model is to examine how BMY become or do not become
legitimate participants in a learning environment. The LPP approach includes three specific
perspectives – Person, Social World, and Community of Practice – that guide my own approach
to the research process. For purposes of my research, Person means BMY; Social World means
the cultural, political, economic position within which the student resides and creates meaning;
and Community of Practice refers to the learning environment as well as the relationship
between the student’s social, political, economic, and cultural aspirations and the social,
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political, economic and cultural external structural forces that have historically produced
exclusion. This approach is characterized by the following six points:
i. Structuring resources for learning and practice: This element will focus on opportunities for
learning in the classroom. Instead of only considering teaching and instructional practices, this
part of the LPP analysis will emphasize observable learning and learning possibilities in the
classroom.
ii. The place of knowledge: This element will focus on knowledge that is reproduced in the
community of practice. Instead of focusing solely on the curriculum teachers use to instruct
students, this element will emphasize how BMY relate to the curriculum, and what BMY will
need to learn and acquire in order to master the content and fully participate in the community of
practice.
iii. The problem of access: This element will focus on tools, materials, and supplies in the
community of practice. I ask if these resources are open to and readily available to BMY. This
element will put emphasis on how BMY participate (or not) in the flow of information and
knowledge in the community of practice of the classroom.
iv. Discourse and practice: This element will focus on how knowledge is communicated and
relayed in the classroom. The emphasis will be on verbal instruction and how it encourages or
discourages BMY participation in the classroom.
v. Motivation and Identity: This element will focus on the relationship between the identity of
BMY and the curriculum carried out in the community of practice of the classroom. The
emphasis will be to investigate to what extent BMY are encouraged to think freely and
independently in the classroom and how BMY subjective views and values are encouraged
and/or discouraged.
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vi. Contradictions and change, continuity and displacement: This element will focus on the
structure of the practice learned by BMY rather than merely focusing on the structure of
instructional and teaching methods. The emphasis will be on how competing viewpoints between
BMY and teachers in regards to the development and completion of a particular practice and/or
task encourage or discourage BMY participation.
The LPP elements offer a framework to guide the theory building aspect of this research.
The LPP framework is also in alignment with the anthropological insights and research into
youth culture. According to Bucholtz, with anthropologists drawing from theories of practice,
social activity and performance of individuals we can see “how youth negotiate cultural
identities in a variety of contexts, both material and semiotic, both leisure-based and at home,
school, work and in the political sphere” (200:544). In order to provide sufficient details and
accurate portrayals of BMY education experiences, multiple research methods, not limited to
participant-observation and interviews, will be instrumental towards illuminating LPP elements
in the proposed research. These multiple research methods will assist in the development of the
ethnographic case studies for this research. These are discussed in Chapter 3.
4. To insist that we must study the complex social forces and behavioral repertoires in their
complex interaction through multiple research methods.
To be clear, due to the complex nature of the dialectical perspective and the multitude of
elements in the LPP framework, the use of multiple research methods is required for addressing
my research questions. Employing multiple research methods supports the exploratory nature of
this study and allows the researcher to track and take detailed account of changes and potential
developments throughout the research process (Denscombe 2010). These methods, outlined in
Chapter 3, will serve the purpose of addressing contradictory issues that may arise throughout
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the research process while providing the means of re-examination of the interpretations of
scientific knowledge and data collected.
5. To develop a theory that entails praxis – theoretically informed practice – that calls for
emancipatory outcomes for marginalized populations such as BMYs.
One of the key underlying assumptions of this research is the notion that BMY are
essentially an oppressed and marginalized group who do not benefit from schooling as they do
from education. Here, it is important to make a clear distinction between schooling and
education. While schooling is reduced to skills and strategies necessary for individuals to learn in
order to become productive citizens in mainstream society, education involves the process of
teaching individuals to become conscious of their internal state and dispositions such as
psychological and emotional responses to their environment and certain situations.
Education also allows individuals to become conscious of their external worlds, such as
their environment, community, state. Education, therefore is a useful tool that helps to transform
and improve society (McKenna 2013). This research is informed by the idea that the practices
and actions of daily life are just as important as the concepts and theories behind these actions
and behaviors. Once a deeper understanding of education is realized and conditions of the human
experience are expressed in the language of oppressed and marginalized groups, endless
possibilities for social change and engagement may surface (McKenna 2013). In the end this
framework involves the interaction of reflection, discussion, and action as a means toward
emancipatory educational outcomes for BMY on their own terms and offers pedagogy of hope to
all participants of this research, myself included (Freire 1992; McKenna 2013).
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Concluding Remarks
This research was partly inspired by the relevant literature presented in this chapter. I
used elements presented in previous schools of thought, such as gender, ethnicity, family
structure, and social class as qualifying characteristics to choose BMY research participants.
After some reflection, I found that I would be remiss to not acknowledge the presence of some
unproductive assumptions from previous studies in the research data presented in chapters 4 and
5. While inaccurate and offensive on many different levels, the culture of poverty framework,
for example, provides a basis for understanding how unequal outcomes of the integrated
education system in the United States was built, maintained and secured. The ideas, stereotypes
and perceptions of the culture of poverty framework were so well marketed and politically
legitimized, that they became institutionalized in professional development for teachers and
administrators while internalized by teacher, administrators, BMY and their families
(Greenbaum 2015; Valentine 1968).
Having background knowledge of this perspective provided me with insight and
understanding into where and how stakeholders in the education system, including administrators
and teachers, acquired their beliefs and perceptions regarding BMY and their educational
success. Administrators and teachers have had previous training in professional development
workshops entitled “Teaching students who are poor”. Here the culture of poverty perspective
was used to frame the curriculum. With this understanding, I was better equipped to go into the
field, conduct research, and not be solely preoccupied with the culture of poverty propaganda. In
other words, I already assumed that some participants in this research would hold culture of
poverty ideas and beliefs. Because I was prepared for this, I was able to move beyond it and
shift the culture of poverty idea from a politically legitimized perspective towards understanding
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BMY and their families to an interacting social force that contributes to the production of
exclusion.
No matter how many inaccuracies, gaps, and holes found in the relevant literature
presented, some of the ideas and the assumptions maintain a strong presence when investigating,
explaining and describing social reality and an individual’s experiences. We cannot deny that
these ideas exist and play a role in the community, which is why these assumptions regarding
gender, ethnicity, family structure, and social class, no matter how negative and unproductive,
play a crucial role in understanding how exclusion is produced. As we will see in the upcoming
chapters, people do not know what they do not know especially when it comes to ideas that they
hold true.
Without the previous schools of thought, I would not be fully equipped to understand the
complexities of the education system and the experiences of BMY in said system. By
constructing a materialist and/or dialectical theory based on elements from previous and relevant
social science studies to explain and describe exclusion, as a practice, and by emphasizing the
role of the State in the production of exclusion, I am able to contribute to another level of
anthropological theory. Essentially, I am saying that exclusion is produced through the opposing
and contradictory forces, interactions and relations present in a community of practice, such as
AIM Academy. The anthropologic theoretical dimension presented in this research claims that
these social factors interact to produce exclusion in ways that are often disguised as the sole
effect of gender identification, ethnicity, social class, or family structure. Acknowledging the
presence and the interaction of these social forces as the mechanism for the production of
exclusion moves us away from building, establishing and maintaining educational institutions
from memory towards creating educational institutions based off progressive imaginations.
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CHAPTER THREE:
METHODOLOGY

Research Methods and Data Analysis
My overall research goal is to understand the myriad forces responsible for the exclusion
of BMY from secondary schools. In order to address my research goal, I have elaborated six
specific research questions. Each of the methods chosen for this study may have some limitations
but used together are essential in generating data, checking and crosschecking information
gathered, and capturing a level of the human experience and imagination not commonly grasped
through quantitative methods (Willis 1977). I chose these methods because they match the
exploratory nature of this research and are flexible enough to accommodate any unforeseen
changes that may occur during the overall research process. Willis (1977) points out that by
using qualitative techniques the researcher will be able to record the cultural level and processes
and “have a sensitivity to meanings and values as well as an ability to represent and interpret
symbolic articulations, practices and forms of cultural production” (1977:3).
Research Sample and Research Methods
School Board officials and administrators were, and still are, concerned about how to
increase student achievement and equal educational outcomes for BMY who attend AIM
Academy. My role during the time of this research, from 2015-2017, was to serve as an
Exceptional Student Education (ESE) Specialist, journalism teacher sponsor, and Peer Teacher
Evaluator. This meant I was not in the classroom as a teacher of students, but rather an observer
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and evaluator of student and teacher interactions for the purposes of collecting data for
Individualized Education Plans for ESE and gifted students. I was also responsible for making
suggested recommendations to both administrators and teachers on how to intervene with
students who may not be performing to their academic potential. While these roles may appear to
be time consuming, and they were, I still had the ability and access to collect data in order to
accurately address my research questions.
My role as ESE Specialist during the fieldwork for this dissertation required me to serve
students with learning disabilities and students who are deemed gifted. Although BMY have
been referred for special education services at a higher rate than non-minority students, which is
another form of exclusion (Schott Foundation for Public Education 2010, 2012), this dissertation
research does not expand its scope to the sample special education students because recent
changes to legislation specifically addresses issues of exclusion among BMY in special
education (Bradley et al. 2005; Education Evolving 2005). Rather, the sample of ethnographic
informants drawn upon is derived from BMY who have been in general education classes and
earning a standard diploma but who demonstrate patterns of exclusion as defined by
Hillsborough County Public Schools and match the criteria detailed below.
This study was characterized by a “mixed methods” approach. That is, I employed a number
of methods to elicit the data needed to answer the main research questions (LeCompte and
Schensul 1999). These methods include key informant interviews. First, a word about my
sampling technique and population for these interviews. This research focuses on BMY who
were targeted for failure early on in their education. BMY participants for the case study were
chosen from a convenience sample, since the total population of key informants is small, based
on the following criteria:
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1. BMY who attended AIM Academy who are over age in their specific grade (grades 6, 7, or 8)
due to grade retention. For example, in grade 6 a student should be 11 years old, in grade 7 a
student’s age is around 12, and in grade 8 a student is around 13. In order to participate in this
study, research participants must have been between the ages of 13 and 15.
2. BMY who attended AIM Academy who have demonstrated patterns of exclusion were deemed
eligible for inclusion in my study. This exclusion was evidenced by a previous disciplinary
history of over ten suspensions, in-school suspensions, and/or detentions, ten or more unexcused
absences during a nine-week period, and/or limited parental participation in their education.
3. BMY who attended AIM Academy who live in a household that is not comprised of a family
with a married couple with a male head of household and a female head of household who is the
BMY’s biological parent.
4. BMY who attended AIM Academy who are eligible for free or reduced lunch.
5. BMY who have attended Hillsborough County Schools for a minimum of six years.
6. In addition to the above criteria, I chose as potential research participants those who were
enrolled between the Fall 2013 and Spring 2015 either as a student from AIM Academy, as a
participant in the journalism club, or through student recruitment events host by AIM Academy
throughout the 2014-2015 school year.
In the spring of 2015, there were a total of 55 male students who attended AIM Academy.
More were projected for the 2016-2017 school year (personal communication with administrator
October 2014). Male students who were under the age of 13, who were not African American,
and who had not demonstrated patterns of exclusion based on their educational records were not
included in the sample. At the time of the fieldwork, there were two white male students, 10
sixth grade male students who were not over age, and 17 male students who had not
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demonstrated patterns of exclusion as defined above. This means my sample size was limited to
approximately 35 percent of the total male student population.
Although 35 percent may reflect a small percentage of BMY to identify as potential
research participants, this percentage allowed me to build rapport with families and students
during recruitment and afforded more time to gather sufficient details regarding potential
research participants (Denscombe 2010). AIM Academy prefers students who have been
historically excluded in traditional public schools and show promise of becoming academically
successful in a smaller school setting. For the most part, the majority of BMY who attended
AIM Academy during the time of this research, all fit under at least one criteria of this research.
In order to qualify as a participant in this research, potential BMY participants had to meet four
out of the six criteria. These variables all play an important role in identifying key informants
because these are the same variables used by previous researchers to determine the cause of
BMY underachievement in schools (e.g., Moynihan 1965; Ogbu 2008; Rios 2011). By using
these variables, I stayed consistent within the framework used by previous researchers.
Demographics of Participants
Following in the methodological footsteps of Gayles, who used case studies and a small
sample size (2002), this study uses a total of ten research participants in the categories of (five)
BMY and (five) adult stakeholders in education. These categories were necessary to inform each
case study and to identify the degree of practices, elements and forces which contribute to the
production of exclusion (Schensul et al 1999).
From October 2015 to December 2015 I interviewed five BMY students. Each
participant was formally interviewed once between 45-60 minutes. As the school year
progressed, two semi-structured interviews were conducted at times to follow-up on an
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observation captured that day. Gaining access to BMY was more of a challenge as compared
with the adult participants. For instance, when I had free time to speak with BMY, one was
suspended for three days, one was not allowed to come back to school because he did not have
his immunization shot record up-to-date, and another participant had to make up tests missed
from when he was absent.
Table 3: Demographics of BMY Participants

Name
Patrick
Jonathan
Ferguson
Chris
Murphy

Age
13
14
13
15
13

Grade
7
7
7
8
6

In addition, five adults were interviewed. These included one AIM Academy
administrator, one AIM Academy board member, one parent, one community member and one
teacher. There were a total of five adult stakeholders who participated in this research study.
Each participant had various work experiences in the educational field ranging from
administrator, to community activist, to being an educator at post-secondary, secondary and/or
intermediate levels, and even a parent. The parental voice was important to capture in this
research because of the insight she offered based on her experience in raising two BMY in the
HCPS district.
These participants were selected based on a snowball sampling technique which is when
potential participants and respondents list their contacts (LeCompte and Schensul 1999). These
adult participants were individuals with whom I have worked and/or come into contact with via
my community experiences or working through the school. These individuals were able to share
some insights and adult perspectives into the school district’s policies and practices as it relates
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to BMY. These perspectives helped me verify and better understand the data I was generating
during the fieldwork process.

Table 4: Demographics of Adult Participants

Name

Years in
Education
10
10

Gender

Ms. Boris

Stakeholder
position
Administrator
Community
Member
Parent

9

F

Mr. Donald
Dr. Cole

Teacher
Board member

5
45

M
M

Dr. Monroe
Mr. Teague

F
M

Education
Level
PhD
MA

Ethnicity

High School
Graduate
MA
PhD

B

B
B

B
B

Mixed Method Approach
In the mixed methods approach, I used archival data (Schensul, Schensul, and LeCompte
1999); participant observation ethnographic fieldwork (Schensul, Schensul, and LeCompte
1999); in-depth, open-ended interviewing (Schensul, Schensul, and LeCompte 1999); and
PhotoVoice ethnographic data generating techniques which are defined below (Carlson et al
2006; Strack et. al 2004; Wang 2001) to develop ethnographic case profiles of BMY educational
experiences. Ethnographic case profiles use cultural concepts to guide the research and describe
what is actually happening in a natural setting (LeCompte and Schensul 1999). The purpose of
presenting case profiles is to offer a detailed account of an educational experience through the
eyes of excluded BMY (Gayles 2002). The methods are designed to answer the main research
questions as reiterated here.
The first three guiding research questions are as follows:
1. How do BMY understand the social forces expressed in school practices, policies and ideologies
and the role they play in producing their exclusion from public schools?
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2. How do BMY understand how family structure, customs and practices work to exclude them
from public schools?
3. How do BMY understand the structures of power related to gender, ethnicity, and social class
and the role these social forces play in feeding patterns of BMY exclusion from public schools?
In order to answer these questions, the following methods were employed:
i. Participant observation: Participant observation fieldwork was conducted with BMY who were
excluded and also with those who were not excluded from formal secondary schooling. Initially,
I used fieldwork to answer questions about the kinds of events that occur leading up to exclusion.
I focused on information about how gender, ethnicity, social class and family structure played a
role in minimizing participation of BMY in the learning environment.
This method was helpful in establishing presence, credibility and rapport with all
participants in a social setting. Through this method, I gained an understanding of unconscious
belief systems that would not have otherwise been revealed through direct questions or
observations. In most cases, the longer I engaged in ongoing activity the more research
participants began to trust and behave in a way which was natural to behave in a particular
setting. The length of time in a setting was necessary to prove my trustworthiness as a participant
observer. Initially, participants in the setting viewed me as a spy of some sort (personal
communication with AIM Academy teacher October 2016) and were not sure how to behave
around me. With time and ongoing, consistent participation, individuals began to accept my
presence.
ii. Archival research: I was provided assess to student demographic information by AIM
Academy officials through a cumulative folder review that included disciplinary records,
academic records, absentee reports, and school attendance history. These data helped me
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understand the previous educational experiences of BMY from the perspective of school
officials. Here, I was cautious in the timing of reading this information. The data gathered from
this method is highly subjective, depending on the perspectives from BMY previous
administrators and teachers. I did not want their subjectivities and points of view to taint my
objective point of view regarding BMY research participants in this study. Therefore, I did not
read full reports of each BMY in the archives until after I had had time to interview, observe and
participate with BMY in the educational setting.
iii. PhotoVoice: Identity, knowledge and experience are reflected and validated in an educational
setting. Students, specifically BMY, enter a classroom with a set of beliefs and ideas that
influences their ability to become active or passive agents in their learning process. To capture
BMY participants set of beliefs and ideas from their perspective rather than an adult-centered
perspective, this research uses the PhotoVoice process. PhotoVoice, which involves the use of
photographic images taken by persons who are considered part of a vulnerable population, is
used to enhance community needs assessments and encourage active participation from these
individuals in understanding their own experiences and issues within the community. The
PhotoVoice process is very effective when used with youth because it increases and reinforces
their awareness that their own thoughts and realities matter. In the study “Engaging Youth
Through PhotoVoice” (Strack et. Al 2004), the authors argue that “a process such as PhotoVoice
provides youth the opportunity to develop their personal and social identities and can be
instrumental in building social competency” (2004:50). After using the PhotoVoice process with
urban youth in Baltimore, the authors found that by focusing on youth as researchers, youth were
inspired to take more responsibility for their communities, their thoughts and their behaviors.
Following in alignment with this principle, PhotoVoice is used in this dissertation to give BMY
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an alternative way to express their relationship with school, administrators, faculty, peers,
parents, and most importantly with themselves (Strack et. al 2004). PhotoVoice is frequently
used in the public health field as a way to enhance community participation and individual
responsibility. However, this method is used in this study to encourage self-reflection and critical
thinking among the BMY participants (Carlson et al 2006).
For the purposes of this ethnographic case profile, PhotoVoice was used to capture a
dimension of underlying themes associated with exclusion that may not have otherwise been
revealed through traditional methods of interviewing and observation. In essence, PhotoVoice,
through its use of photographic images, enhanced this study by engaging and activating the other
senses (such as sight, hearing, taste, feeling and touch) of all participants in this research. In
other words, including these photographic images taken by BMY helped the research experience
and data to become real for all participants. For instance, during a PhotoVoice group debrief
session, BMY participant Jonathan, displayed a photo of a wall full of graffiti taken in his
neighborhood. This began a conversation regarding the murder of his brother when he was in
primary school. This detail was not revealed during a one-on-one interview. In a case of
solidarity, other BMY participants began to speak about tragedies experienced in their personal
lives during their primary school years.
While PhotoVoice has developed a positive reputation for applied research in the
community, this method still has its limitations. One limitation of PhotoVoice, I experienced,
was guiding students towards capturing accurate pictures of their reality. Students did not know
or have the confidence to address some of the questions I would like them to answer visually
(Wang 2001).
These questions, developed by the researcher, included:
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1. What are some things that help you to be successful in school?
2. What are some things that hinder your ability to be successful in school?
3. What does your ideal school look like?
4. What are some examples of things you like about school?
5. What are some things you dislike about school?
These questions are similar to the interview questions, (see appendix II for a list of
interview questions) but not the same. I created these questions based on the themes associated
with the overall research questions to this study. The main purpose for developing related
questions is to uncover information that was not revealed during in-depth interview sessions, and
at the same time, to highlight the perspective BMY in this study.
It was important for youth to gain working knowledge about lighting and the operations
of a camera. Youth gained working knowledge of the PhotoVoice process through a PhotoVoice
curriculum borrowed from the article “Engaging Youth through PhotoVoice” (2004). Due to
testing and scheduling constraints in the school calendar, it was a challenge to implement a 20week curriculum which included an exhibit as suggested by the article. As a result, I combined
sessions to equal only four weeks, where students focused exclusively on the following areas:
Workshop I: Introduction to PhotoVoice and Workshop II: Introduction to Photography
The topics of these workshops overlapped and took a total of three 30-minute sessions to cover.
These workshops focused on a specific topic including the PhotoVoice process, specific ground
rules and etiquette each participant must follow when asking to take a photo, gaining informed
consent, working in a small group, taking and selecting appropriate pictures, and
professionalism.
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Research participants had the opportunity to not only learn how to take photos, but they
also learned how to ask for permission, gain informed consent from an individual, and use
discernment when taking photos that may be deemed inappropriate. Research participants
learned how to use the photographic consent forms when taking pictures of others and were
engaged in role play to learn the language of how to explain the meaning of the consent form.
Participants also gained an understanding that the camera is another means to express their
realities to adults and other authority figures.
As the principal investigator, I was in charge of ensuring that each photo of a person had
a matching, complete Use of Photography Consent form by verifying the information on the
form. I found that some participants did not realize they were taking an inappropriate photo.
These student researchers were instructed not to share any photo they have taken without the
approval of the principal investigator. I edited the photos to ensure inappropriate photos of
people were deleted. I also contacted the parent and/or guardian as well as the individual whose
photo was taken to confirm their voluntary participation in this project via photo. As an
extension to these workshops, BMY participants attended a field trip to the Holocaust Museum
which featured a Civil Right Photo Exhibit and one of the professional photographers who took
the photos. Here, youth asked photography related questions to the photographer and also gained
some insight into best practices in photography. There are many ethical issues associated with
PhotoVoice and the ethics of using this method will be discussed further under Limitations and
Ethical Considerations.
Workshop III: Repeated Picture taking sessions
This workshop took three 20-minute sessions to complete. BMY participants were asked to
demonstrate their photography skills by first demonstrating they knew how to ask for permission
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and how to take a clear shot using the zoom and focus features on the camera. Once I observed
them successfully ask and take a picture of a person and take a picture of a random object, BMY
researchers were given their own camera, the five questions as outlined above and a due date.
BMY participants received a Fuji 35mm Quick Snap single use digital disposable camera
purchased from Amazon and were taught how to use the cameras specifically for research
purposes. They were asked to bring in the camera daily, after use, in order for me to edit the
photos. This was a difficult process. Most of the time I had to remind BMY participants to
return the camera. Other times, I had to remind BMY of their purpose with the camera after
receiving some complaints from educators about their inappropriate use of the camera during
classroom tasks. Even though participants asked, they were not allowed to use their own
electronic device to take photos. I made this choice in order to maintain a level of
professionalism with the youth. BMY were reminded throughout the PhotoVoice method about
the level of professionalism that was required of them as they take photographs in their
community.
Workshop IV: Introduction to the SHOWeD Method
This workshop took approximately three 30-minute sessions to complete and were the
final steps of the PhotoVoice method. During the SHOWeD method (MAPC 2015) students
framed stories based on each photo using a specific set of guiding questions.
All the questions were asked in a small group setting and followed a system where complexities
of self-hood and identity began to appear, or a "principle of paradox" (Palmer 73:1998). These
questions in the SHOWeD method included:
What do you See here?
What is Happening here?
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How does this relate to Our lives?
Why does this situation exist?
What can we Do about it
During these sessions, themes associated with BMY realities were discussed and
explored. Here, BMY spoke openly about the meaning of their images and how each image
relates to their lives. After this session, BMY participants were asked to write summaries or
short captions to their photos using Animoto.com as a presentation tool of their images. For this
full participation in the PhotoVoice project, their completion of the tasks associated with this
project and for their professionalism, BMY participants each received a thirty-dollar stipend.
iv. In-depth interviews: This method was used to capture the critical assumptions and perceptions
BMY have of themselves and of school as well as the perceptions of adults in the field of
education. I asked participants a series of open-ended questions which solicited their social
history, as well as their feelings regarding musical tastes, fashion, and masculine identity. This
research method was used to corroborate the photographic images and descriptions BMY
displayed for their PhotoVoice images. The interview questions were created to capture the
environmental history of BMY in order to gain a better understanding of their identity. My goal
here was to be able to describe in detail how BMY perceive themselves, how they feel others
perceive them, and how these perceptions come into play in educational institutions.
My next research question was:
4. What educational experiences do BMY believe will improve their educational outcomes in
public schools?
In order to answer this question, the following methods were used:
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i. Archival research: I was given access to student records in order to conduct an analysis
of key documents, including students’ previous academic performance, students’ previous
behavior and conduct grades, students’ performance on high-stakes testing, and students’ work
samples. When a student is accepted to AIM Academy, their student cumulative folder is
transferred from their previous school. This folder contains written, often times subjective,
documentation of the student educational experience from an administrative and educator
perspective. These school records are accessible to school personnel and parents and will be
valuable for this project. However, because schools exclude BMY based on a number of criteria,
this will be reflected in the students’ cumulative records. Therefore, we must accept these
records critically.
ii. In-depth interviews: The in-depth interviews were one of the major bases for the
ethnographic case study. The informants were asked open-ended questions designed to elicit
their thoughts and feelings regarding their experiences in Hillsborough County Public Schools,
their perceptions of the curriculum, and their learning environment. Through these interviews, I
believe I was able to better understand what events and incidences shaped BMY life and
influenced their educational experiences. Here, as the researcher, I needed to be conscious of the
role my opinions and beliefs played while using this method. Some of the limitations of this
method include the possibility that the researcher may be asking leading questions, or
interrupting a response from an interviewee. These matters can impact the accuracy of the data
collected and may not provide the full picture needed for the ethnographic case studies.
My next research question was as follows:
5. What strategies do BMY believe will alleviate patterns of exclusion in public schools?
In order to answer this question, I employed the following methods:

58

i. Participant observation: This was a major method in generating data and in
corroborating research data for this study. My experience conducting participant observation
fieldwork helped to answer questions regarding the kind of roadblocks BMY experience when
trying to gain access to and engaging with the educational system and how they are able to cope
with the challenges they encounter. Through observations in a natural setting, this method led to
information about the learning conditions of the classroom and overall school environment.
Another major value of this method was in understanding the interactions between teachers and
students, administrators and students, and interactions between students. One limitation of
participant observation was not only the impact I had as a researcher, but also as a teacher at the
school on the natural behaviors and interactions of research participants. Teachers and some
administrators seemed to serve as gatekeepers and sought to limit my access to learning
scenarios while I got the impression that other research participants might have felt insecure
about my presence because they thought I was evaluating or prejudging them. Entering the
learning environment for the purposes of research took some careful planning and ongoing
communication – and reassurances – with all research participants involved.
ii. In-Depth Interviews:
This method was used to elicit BMY thoughts and perceptions regarding how to best help
alleviate educational barriers which they have experienced. Open-ended questions were asked in
order to encourage dialogue and suggestions for decreasing roadblocks in secondary education
settings.
My final research question focused on administrator, teacher and other adult stakeholder
perceptions and views:
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6. How do teachers and administrators understand the social forces expressed in school practices,
policies and ideologies and the role they play in producing exclusion from public schools?
i. In-Depth Interviews:
This method was used to elicit the perceptions, views and beliefs of one teacher, one
administrator, one community stakeholder, one board member, and one parent of a BMY.
Gathering this information from these adult stakeholders in education allowed for another level
of understanding to be revealed in this research. Adult stakeholders play a vital role in ensuring
that BMY in this study are properly educated and prepared for the future. Because these adults
represent a portion of the power structure in the education system, are in consistent contact with
BMY, and have a vested interest in the success rate of BMY, asking open-ended questions
regarding their role in educating BMY is crucial.
ii. Participant Observation:
This method was used primarily in AIM Academy faculty meetings, during classroom
instructional time, professional development workshops, and during other school related
activities where I was required to participate as an employee of AIM Academy. This method
answered questions regarding teacher and administrator understanding of their role in the
educational lives of BMY and their role in the production of exclusion. This method also
allowed me to understand the interaction between teacher and teacher, teacher with
administrator, and how this relates to the development of school practices, policies and their own
teacher ideology.
iii. Observation:
This method was used primarily in AIM Academy school board meetings, during classroom
instruction time, and other places around the school setting including the front office, lunchroom,
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and administrator offices. Here, I did not speak or participate in any of the ongoing activities
that took place in the setting. Instead I observed and watched what was taking place in the
setting and took notes, though not as an active participant. This method was used to view the
interactions of teacher with teachers, teacher with administrators, teacher with parents,
administrator with parents, teacher with students, administrator with students, and at some
points, parents with students without being distracted by my own active participation in the
setting. At the same time, this method was not without limitation. In a smaller setting, such as a
classroom or front office, individuals in the setting were unsure of my role. Therefore, I could
sense that their behavior was not as typical as it would be if I hadn’t been in the room. As time
passed, individuals began to disregard my presence and behave as though they were not being
observed. Once the barrier was broken, I was able to uncover various themes associated with
exclusion. In some instances, I observed BMY getting sent out of the classroom from a
perspective which differed from both the teacher and the student. This information helped to
corroborate what teachers and administrators say they understand about their role in producing
exclusion and what they actually do.
Limitations and Ethical Implications
Based on the guidelines from Whiteford and Trotter 2008, I identified the following
limitations and ethical considerations that were addressed:
1. Age and ethnicity of the BMY who will participate in this research
2. My position as a female teacher
3. Method of recruitment of BMY
4. Protection of BMY identity
5. Protection of the identity of the School
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6. Insider perspective as an employee of the school
I obtained informed consent/release from BMY participants and from their respective
parent(s) or legal guardian(s), which allowed me to conduct my research and utilize the findings
in the furtherance of my research objectives. I had five (5) separate informed consent forms as
follows:
1. a general informed consent form/release to be completed by the parent(s) or legal guardian(s)
2. a general assent form/release to be completed by the BMY participant
3. a specific informed consent form/release specifically allowing photographs of the BMY
participant
4. a specific informed consent form/release to be signed by individuals who allow BMY
participants to photograph them, which also acknowledges that the BMY owns the photographs
5. a specific informed consent form/release to be signed by BMY allowing the researcher to
utilize the photographs taken by them.
In order to protect the identity of the school and of the research participants I changed the
names and the location of the school. The school identity and the research participants will
remain confidential. In addition, my access to school records was problematic to some due to the
confidential nature of psychological reports and social worker reports. I also obtained prior
written consent from the AIM Academy School Board to allow me to use only those items in the
student folder that are not confidential. Because AIM Academy is a public charter school with
their own autonomous school board, permission from Hillsborough County School Board will
not be required. I requested an appearance before AIM Academy School Board and obtained
permission from AIM Academy by presenting a PowerPoint presentation to board members
regarding my research. The School Board met on the third Wednesday night of every month.
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After permission was granted from AIM Academy I applied to the University of South Florida
Institutional Review Board for official permission to conduct research with youth in an
educational environment.
There are several ethical challenges and consequences that were considered when using
PhotoVoice with a vulnerable population such as BMY. Wang and Redwood-Jones (2001)
outline specific dilemmas when working with youth and photography and use privacy law to
justify the ethics of using PhotoVoice with research participants. Privacy law protects
individuals from personal invasion. Although as a photographer expressing oneself through
visual images is legal and protected under the constitution, ethics associated with using images
of people are sometimes a concern (Wang and Redwood-Jones: 2001). In order to ensure that
the rights and interests of research participants and others affected by the research were taken
into consideration, I outlined some of the ethical challenges when using PhotoVoice with BMY
and solutions on how to reduce the risks:
--Intrusion into one's private space
Wang and Redwood-Jones point out that "the camera gives the photographer power to
create meaning about the subject of the photograph" (2001:563). With this in mind, it is
important that research participants recognize that people have a right to privacy and they need
to be sensitive to this issue. As a result, consent forms were developed, explained and given to
all research participants and their parents in order to avoid undue intrusion of an individual's
personal and private space.
--Disclosure of embarrassing facts about individuals and being placed in a false light by images
While a photographer's intent may be to capture an image to promote a positive idea or
situation, any incriminating images would cause harm, stress, and discomfort on those
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individuals who are photographed (Wang and Redwood-Jones 2001). Therefore, all photos
which display individuals in a compromising situation were avoided. If research participants
take a photo that was deemed embarrassing and/or incriminating to an individual, these images
were destroyed. BMY researchers were exposed to ethics and ground rules in photography
through a session with a professional photographer (Strack et al 2004). BMY were also invited
and attended a photography museum exhibit in order to be exposed to various photos and their
interpretations. In addition, a PhotoVoice brochure will be developed and distributed to
administrators, faculty, staff, students and parents to describe the project and provide information
on the when and how the camera will be used in the project (Wang and Redwood-Jones 2001).
--Protection against the use of a person's likeness for commercial benefits.
According to Wang and Redwood-Jones (2001), participants in the PhotoVoice project
own the photos they capture. BMY researchers used a digital camera and decided to lend these
images to AIM Academy for commercial purposes. The PhotoVoice workshops, mentioned
earlier, served as a tool to ensure minimal risk to all participants in the PhotoVoice project and to
encourage participant safety.
Finally, my positioning as a black female educator at AIM Academy also presented a
dilemma. In the essay, How Native is a “Native” Anthropologist, Narayan writes “a ‘native’
anthropologist is assumed to be an insider who will forward an authentic point of view to the
anthropological community” (1993:676). With this in mind, I believed I had an advantage in
presenting and interpreting the data to the anthropological community. However, I soon
discovered that the “insider” perspective and positioning made it difficult to remain impartial and
objective. Initially, this limitation made it difficult to create nonjudgmental descriptions of the
phenomenon presented in this study. It also became a challenge to accurately describe the facts
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present in this study. Narayan argues that instead of the emphases on “native” and “non-native”
anthropologist, the discipline would benefit most from an emphasis on “…shifting identities in
relationships with the people and issues an anthropologist seeks to represent” (1993:682). I
found that once I reflected upon my own biases and took into consideration my changing
identities and positioning in this research, I was able to investigate and think deeply and
objectively about the collected data and the dilemmas that may arise from my positioning in the
research setting.
It was my intention that the ethnographic case profiles produced from this research would
illuminate the educational experiences of BMY. I attempted to collect data that would
demonstrate the motives, perceptions, social interactions, and experiences of BMY (Denscombe
2010). Gathering information based on BMY points of view using a multidimensional
framework generated both new ideas about education and data on the social constructions of
BMY realities. As I was conducting fieldwork and considering evidence I had generated, I began
sorting and organizing information and sought to identify patterns of behavior of significant
representations. These data are presented in Chapters 4, 5, and 6. In the end, the final exhibit was
not able to take place due to conflicts within the school testing schedule. In retrospect, I would
ensure that a PhotoVoice exhibit take place by effectively communicating the project and
requesting time in the school testing schedule for such an event to take place.
Concluding Remarks
The overall goal of the proposed research is to examine how exclusion is produced
among BMY. The challenges and limitations of this multidimensional study arise when the
primary purpose is to explain and describe the myriad of forces which interact to produce
exclusion, when there is a small sample size of research participants, and when the researcher
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plays multiple roles in the research setting. Due to the complexities present in this research, as
well as threats to internal validity that may arise, mixed methods inquiry is a crucial strategy
towards completing this study. By using a mixed methods approach, elements that may be
disguised or invisible begin to surface as patterns of control, communication and meaning, all of
which contribute to the production of exclusion (Schensul et al 1999).
The proposed research’s focus on five BMY assists in the guidance and the overall goal
of this study. First, the low sample size allows me, the researcher, to study the degree to which
the practice of exclusion is produced. This gives me time to develop a rapport with research
participants, make sure they have clarity and understanding about the research study, and to
create a level of familiarity. In addition, time restraints, limited resources, and the large
population of BMY, a larger sample size is not feasible for the purposes of this small-scale study
(Schensul et al 1999).
The secondary purpose of this proposed research is to create a safe space and vehicle for
BMY to voice their concerns, beliefs, perceptions and views of their educational experiences.
The plight and pathology of BMY is so prevalent in mass media that often times this narrative
becomes ingrained in an individual’s belief system. More often than not, the plight and
pathology is also viewed as an individual and cultural characteristic flaw. Granted, there are
many success stories of BMY “making it” in the United States despite their circumstances.
However, it is my intention to show, through mixed method inquiry with an emphasis on the
BMY voice, that interacting social forces ultimately determine the dimensions at which BMY are
able to elevate or not.
Given this information, it is also important to consider the multiple roles I play in this
research study and how this impacts the research setting. My role as a teacher, ESE Specialist,
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and researcher is often blurred. I had to reiterate to BMY that during interviews I was no longer
a teacher or specialist, and that it was important that they view me as a researcher trying to
understand their educational experiences from their perspective, not mine. This of course caused
conflict during classroom instruction when I was working in my role as teacher or specialist, and
BMY participants wanted to maintain the same level of comfortability with me as viewed in the
interview setting. Clear boundaries needed to be set where I would describe for BMY the
multiple roles people play in their lives and the importance of recognizing that there is a time and
place for certain levels of interaction. Still, I feel that more in-depth information could have
been collected if my role was solely as that of a researcher. Hence the importance placed on
using a mixed method inquiry. Despite feelings of uncertainty, I realize that without the
employment of this style of methodological inquiry some degrees of information would not have
been revealed and validity would have been compromised.

67

CHAPTER FOUR:
CASE PROFILES

“I wanta say just gotta say something bout those beautiful beautiful beautiful outasight black
men…..”---Nikki Giovanni (1970)

Case Profiles and Descriptions
In this chapter, I would like to introduce the five BMY and characters who participated in
this study. In this section, I present profiles of each BMY participants which are based on
interviews, observations, archival research and PhotoVoice. My main research subjects all have
several elements in common while also having some major differences. All participants have
attended HCPS since prekindergarten and provided detailed accounts of their experiences. In
most cases, BMY participants told me that the questions I presented to them made them think
about their education and what role it will play in their future. In addition, all BMY participants
at some point or another during their educational journey have demonstrated patterns of
educational exclusion such as grade retention, diagnoses of Attention-Deficit/Hyperactive
Disorder (ADHD), suspensions, and low performance on standardized tests.

The following

section will describe the BMY participants of this study. Due to the sensitive nature of the of the
information collected, as well as the disempowered status of BMY, research participants’
pseudonyms have been chosen by each participant and will be used here in order to maintain
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confidentiality (Bernard 1994; Gayles 2002). Pseudonyms have been used for both research
participants and the school site.
BMY Descriptions:
Chris
Chris was the oldest of the BMY participants. At the time of fieldwork, he was a 15-yearold eighth grade student known by administrators, teachers and his peers for being hyper-active,
a class clown, and athletic, but still known as helpful around the school. He was a selfproclaimed “ladies’ man,” proven by the number of young girls who swoon after him when he
walked into the building. I have worked with Chris at AIM Academy since he was in sixth
grade. I watched him grow into a mature young man, but it was not without pain and struggle.
Chris was diagnosed with ADHD during elementary school and has an accommodation plan,
called a Section 504 Plan of Rehabilitation Act of 1973, to help him with his behavior.
According to the U.S Department of Education Office of Civil Rights website, a Section 504
Plan is a blueprint for students who have a disability and/or health impairment that interferes
with their learning and/or life activities. This plan is designed to ensure that students with
disabilities receive free and appropriate public education. In order to be considered for a 504
Plan, a parent must present a doctor’s note, with a prescription, that indicates that the child has a
health impairment or issue that may impact all major life activities. Typically, students may
qualify for a 504 Plan if they have diabetes, Sickle-Cell disease, a neurological disorder, asthma
and/or other health impairments as listed under the Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of
1973.
Besides these struggles, Chris was often in trouble for disrupting the class or being
disrespectful to his teachers. However, playing sports seemed to help release some of his energy.
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He played flag football and basketball for AIM Academy and was forced to work on his negative
sportsmanship on several occasions. However, since he joined Men of Vision, a community
organization which focuses on brotherhood and community service, Chris’s behavior and
academics improved.
Chris also has a strong familial relationship with the AIM Academy. His maternal
grandmother is the school’s bus driver, and he has close ties with both the principal and school
secretary, who he sometimes affectionately refers to as his “god mammas.” At the time of this
research however he lived with his grandmother. At home, he lived in a house full of women
and enjoyed the attention he received from his sisters and grandmother. His father has been in
and out of prison since he was a baby and his mother passed away from AIDS when he was in
second grade. Despite these circumstances, or maybe because of these circumstances, Chris
maintained a good relationship with his father and developed a strong work ethic. He often
indicated to me a strong desire to do well in school and to succeed as a black man.
Chris was an active participant in the PhotoVoice method. In previous years, I worked
with him in the AIM Academy photography/journalism club. From this experience, Chris
learned how to take photographs in different scenarios and to think critically about the images he
captured. Unlike the other BMY participants, Chris’s photos for the PhotoVoice method focused
on his community, home and school realities. For instance, Chris’s images of his athletic
trophies, his clothes, and AIM Academy revealed how all three aspects of his social life help to
construct his reality. He spoke and wrote optimistically about how he pulls from all three areas
of his present life to stay focused on his goals and stay positive about the future. For one of his
images, Chris wrote “I took a picture of a {school}uniform because the uniform relates to our
lives by making known race children look presentable. We can design and sell more uniforms to
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different types of children who are not in uniform so they will look more educated and
approachable. That lets you know that they want to be something in life.” (see Appendix for all
student photos)
Jonathan
At the time of fieldwork, Jonathan was a 14-year-old, seventh grade student at AIM
Academy. I knew him since his sixth-grade year. He was somewhat quiet, mild mannered, but a
critical thinker. He questioned everything and everyone and this trait sometimes got him into
trouble. At the same time, Jonathan was also indifferent about his grades, his behavior, and his
family life. He would often say “it is what it is, Ms. Fairweather” or “Now you see why I don’t
care.” He seemed to have a keen awareness of different lifestyles, how the world works, and the
ups and downs of life. Jonathan experienced several different tragedies as a young BMY which
contributed to and influenced his consciousness and world view. For the first two years of
school, Jonathan lived in a crowded home with his mother, three siblings, and seven cousins. He
said he knew he grew up poor but didn’t seem to regret anything about this experience. When
asked how he knew he grew up poor, Jonathan responded: “A whole lot of violence, trashy
neighborhood, homeless people on the streets, and lack of food when I was little. My mom had
no food in the house.” In addition, Jonathan had two brothers pass away while he was in
elementary school, his mother was sent to prison, and he moved in with his father. These events
contributed to Jonathan’s world view and his educational experiences. At the time of this
research, Jonathan lived with his father, step-mother, step-sister, and younger brother.
While Jonathan consistently demonstrated critical thinking skills through classroom
discussions and conversations with his friends, his academic performance remained below level.
This was extremely frustrating to me as a teacher because I felt that he could do the work and
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advance in his academics. Nevertheless, Jonathan had lofty goals to become a business owner in
Los Angeles, California and never hesitated to talk about how he would reach those goals.
I learned more about Jonathan from the PhotoVoice method than any other method used
in this ethnography. While Jonathan was very opinionated and verbal about his previous
educational experiences in Hillsborough County, his photographic images and captions revealed
his consciousness of adversity and its impact on his reality. For instance, one of Jonathan’s
images showed a classroom with a handful of students. Students were standing around and
talking, a couple were sitting and taking notes and there was no teacher in sight. Jonathan
simply labeled the image “Monday morning.” When I asked Jonathan to discuss this he said:
“Ms. Fairweather, it is hard for me. I feel like I want to do it and the same time I do not want to
do it because I feel like why should I learn when my parents did not learn but I then I came to my
senses. They did not learn because they did not want to but I want to learn. Then I come to
school and I see that people don’t care so then I go back to feeling again that I do not want to do
any work.”
Ferguson
Ferguson was a 13-year-old seventh grade student at AIM Academy. He had attended
the school since his sixth-grade year and developed a reputation for himself among his peers and
teachers as being intelligent yet antagonistic. On several different occasions that I observed,
Ferguson got into trouble for arguing and fighting with his peers, ultimately disrupting the
learning environment. However, his grades continued to be above average. He was placed in a
high performing group at AIM Academy and during my fieldwork he made academic honor roll
for two consecutive report cards. In addition, he participated in AIM Academy’s chorus and the
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Drama Club. Ferguson was diagnosed with ADHD in kindergarten. However, his mother
refused to put him on medication (personal communication with his mother August 2015).
Ferguson was a self-proclaimed “unique person.” He was very opinionated, highly
creative, and enjoyed English language arts, social studies, math, and Spanish. He was also an
avid reader and writer with an even greater imagination. Like Jonathan, Ferguson also had a
critical consciousness and a world view. He would routinely ask critical and higher level
questions during classroom discussions and offered some thought-provoking statements to many
debates in his social studies class. Professionally, I believed Ferguson to be a gifted student who
had never been officially assessed, found eligible and placed in a gifted student program.
However, administrators and teachers would never know because although Ferguson performed
above his academic level, his grades were not always consistent and his conduct detracted from
his academic potential. A psychologist would probably dub Ferguson as a gifted underachiever.
Unfortunately, his gifted abilities continued to be masked by what his teachers regarded as his
unsatisfactory conduct in the classroom.
Ferguson expressed his desire to become a professional baseball player or to become a
nurse in the future. At the time of this research, Ferguson lived at home with his mother, stepfather, and two sisters. Ferguson’s photographic images also revealed aspects of his reality.
Mostly, Ferguson was concerned about being cared for at school. For instance, one of the
pictures he took showed an image of a female cafeteria worker who was responsible for making
food. Ferguson reveals during the PhotoVoice session that he appreciates the work she does
because she is “someone who provides for him every school day” (personal quote taken from
PhotoVoice session February 2016). Another one of his images showed the front office
manager where he included a caption “She always makes sure I am good.” Unlike the other
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BMY participants, Ferguson was the only BMY who did not include any photos of his home or
community environment.
Patrick
Patrick was, at the time of my fieldwork, a 13-year-old seventh grade student at AIM
Academy. This was his first year attending the school. He described himself as a free-spirited
“girly man”. When asked what a “girly man” was Patrick responded with,
“a girly who has male parts, but that is kind of just… it is a little edgy. I have never wore heals. I
have seen my mom do it, she struggles. I have seen my sister put on a pair of 6 inch heels. She
fell so many times.”
He was also open about being attracted to both males and females, identifying himself as
bisexual. Patrick said he knew he was this way since he was a young boy, but did not officially
“come out” until the beginning of his sixth-grade year. Patrick enjoyed learning, drawing, and
designing clothes, but he did not enjoy school mainly because of his difficulty in getting along
with his peers. It was a possibility that his inability to get along with his peers stemmed from his
transgendered identity. Patrick had an interesting academic history. His academic grades were
below level and unsatisfactory, but he performed above average on classroom tests and quizzes.
When Patrick felt self-confident in his learning environment, and felt like he was not being
judged, he tended to do better in school.
Patrick lived at home with his mother and his god sister. His father did not live with
them nor did Patrick speak with his father. According to Patrick, his father had a problem with
him identifying as a gay male and therefore refused to maintain a relationship with him. It is
important to note, at the time of our first interview, Patrick had just been released from the
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hospital. His mother admitted him to the hospital because Patrick was cutting himself and had
attempted suicide for the second time.
Despite these issues, Patrick remained a hopeful young man who wanted to do well in school and
be successful as an adult. He had a strong desire to become a fashion designer and was looking
forward to furthering his education in this area. He believed that he had mental health issues, but
appeared to be lost in terms of how to heal. Patrick’s photographic images helped him to discuss
his emotions openly and become conscious of his choices. His images activated a different sense
that revealed another aspect of Patrick’s reality that I was not able to fully capture from other
methods.
For instance, Patrick displayed an image of a pair of black boots from his closet. He
explained that he received these boots on his birthday from an older brother on his paternal side
who is in prison. The next day at school, and on his birthday, Patrick wore his boots to school
and another student accidently stepped on the boots. Patrick engaged in a small tussle with the
seventh-grade male student and the principal sent them both home for the day. Patrick was
suspended from school for the next two days. During the PhotoVoice session Patrick shared,
“When I got home, I was sad from being suspended from school on my birthday and I
saw the boots from my brother and got even more sad and mad. My father never
allowed me to see my older brother when we were younger because he said I was gay.
This made me sad so I took this picture. I need to make better choices”
Murphy
Murphy was a 13-year-old sixth grade student at AIM Academy. He came to the school
mid-year due to the difficulties he was experiencing at his previous middle school with
administrators, peers, and teachers. Murphy adds an interesting perspective to this research. He
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described himself as having anger issues since he was in first grade, but appeared mild mannered
during our interactions and conversations. He was a difficult student for me to understand, but
he appeared to know what he wanted in life. In many situations, he acted much older than his
actual age. He had a lot of responsibilities in his household including taking care of his younger
brother and his pregnant mother. He reported that often he would be the one cooking and
cleaning in the household. Murphy appeared to have friends, and enjoyed sports even though he
didn’t play on any of the school teams. Murphy reported that he maintained a good relationship
with the pastor of his church and on several occasions Murphy’s pastor was called to AIM
Academy when he would have some behavioral or academic challenges. Murphy also expressed
interest in becoming a pastor of a church, according to our interview, and appeared to view his
pastor as his role model. At the time of this research, Murphy lived with his younger brother,
step-father, and mother.
The PhotoVoice method worked best with Murphy. Murphy’s answers to some of the
interview questions were difficult to understand. In most cases, his arguments or stories were
difficult to follow. I found that by using the PhotoVoice method, Murphy’s reality became
illuminated. In one of his photos, he captured an image of a meal he prepared for himself and his
brother. In the caption, Murphy wrote: “What I would like to do when I get older.” During our
PhotoVoice session, Murphy revealed how he wanted to become a chef when he became older.
When I asked him about becoming a pastor, Murphy responded, “Well my mother and my pastor
want me to become a pastor. So, I guess that is what I will be.”
Other Players
There are several other characters in this ethnographic case profile that deserve some
attention. As mentioned earlier, five adults were also formally interviewed for this ethnography.
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These individuals provided useful information in framing this research and understanding the
findings. However, the AIM Academy principal and assistant principal during the 2015-2016
school year both provided essential insight into educational exclusion of BMY. Mr. Bolt, the
assistant principal, especially played a vital role towards understanding the social constructions
of masculinity.
Mr. Bolt was a black male first year administrator in his late 20’s. He was originally from
Hillsborough County, but moved to Miami to begin his educational career. He worked as a
social studies teacher in Miami-Dade County for 4 years, before becoming certified as an
administrator, and moved back to Hillsborough County to serve as an administrator in schools.
The principal hired Mr. Ball mainly due to her desire to help a young black male progress in the
educational system and to increase the presence of black males at AIM Academy.
Mr. Bolt was heavily influenced by the Nation of Islam belief system, 1 and as a result
themes such as sexuality, gender roles, race, and inequality were given preeminence. He was
very verbal about his beliefs and told me on several occasions that he planned to open his own
private school one day. Mr. Bolt was controversial and due to several disagreements regarding
school policy, Mr. Bolt was asked to resign from his position towards the end of the 2015-2016
school year.

1

The original Nation of Islam (NOI) began in the United States in 1930. As a religious organization, NOI advocates for
black national pride, black liberation and the separation from white people through a variety of different practices. Within
this religious organization, believers adhere to dietary rules, gender roles and identity, and economic self-empowerment.
These rules and regulations are methods to help believers increase their black consciousness and reject any knowledge
taught to them by their white colonizers and slave masters. Believers are strong advocates for owning their own
businesses, building their own African-centered schools (or schools for black children, taught by black teachers, using a
curriculum that focuses on black culture and history), and supporting each other’s businesses. These practices also help to
empower the black community and free them from dependency on “the white system.” Gender roles are particularly
important within NOI. Women believers are to be modest in speech and dress. They are required to be in full submission
to their husbands, and if unmarried, “Allah”, “The One” God. Men are expected to submit to “Allah” and be the head of
the household by providing for their families. An important aspect to consider about NOI philosophy is the emphasis put
on black manhood. Presently, it is argued by the NOI that black men have become feminized and black women have
become masculinized. This results in a reverse natural order of things and contributes to why black families are not strong.
NOI believes that it is because of the infiltration of white peoples’ belief system into black history and culture that causes
reverse gender roles to occur. (Crawford 2017; Curtis 2006)
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Concluding Remarks
Once approved by the AIM Academy school board and USF Institutional Review Board,
I began to actively recruit research participants. I was surprised by the intense interest in
participation from both parents and BMY. Both groups seemed eager to have their experiences
heard, but I needed to determine which BMY would be committed and honest. As I began to
narrow down my sample through my qualifying survey (see Appendix C), I found that the five
BMY chosen were an accurate representation of the population I targeted. They fit the age
range, between 13-15, grew up in and currently live in a non-traditional home, qualified for free
or reduced lunch and had been suspended or in detention for more than 10 days during the last
school year. In addition, all participants had hope for the future, meaning despite their
circumstances and history, each genuinely wanted to do better, recognized their weaknesses, and
appeared eager to change and/or improve themselves. I took the qualifying questions, the
maturity and commitment level of the participants, and the support from the parents into
consideration when choosing the sample for this study.
These BMY are all walking paradoxes. Deep down to their core, they believe in the necessity of
school and the importance of earning good grades. They want the gratification of pleasing their
parents, teachers and ultimately themselves. At the same time, another identity becomes visible.
Parts of them are triggered in unpredictable ways that go against their core beliefs. If they feel
they are disrespected by a teacher, they will misbehave in class by being disruptive. If they feel
they do not have enough support in the classroom, they will shut down and not complete their
classroom tasks. The tension between BMY core beliefs on academics and how they behave is a
constant struggle. From the data collected, there is no one reason for this tension, but rather a
collection of interacting elements that trigger these contradictions.
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CHAPTER FIVE:
THE ETHNOGRAPHY OF EDUCATOR AND ADMINISTRATOR PERSPECTIVES

“Educational institutions are full of divisive structures, of course but blaming them for our
brokenness perpetuates the myth that the outer world is more powerful than the inner. The
external structures of education would not have the power to divide us as deeply as they do if
they were not rooted in one of the most compelling features of our inner landscape—fear” –
Palmer (1998:36)

“Teachers’ performance is measured on their test and examination results, not on the extent to
which they are kind, caring human beings, developing the rounded personalities of their
students.” -- Belinda Hopkins (2004:178)

The Structure
There is no doubt that a system is needed for education to be effective and run smoothly
in a society. Without a system in place, it is more than likely that the purpose of districts and
schools would not be in alignment with the perceived needs of the overall society. The goal of
this chapter is to describe another perspective that contributes to the production of exclusion.
This perspective is based on the philosophies, values, missions and belief systems of the
Department of Education (DOE), HCPS, administrators, and teachers. I will begin this chapter
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with an outline of the mission statements for the United States Department of Education
(USDOE) and the Florida Department of Education (FLDOE) in order to gain an understanding
of the two systems that control the standards, funding and assessments administered to students
on a national and local level.
The USDOE mission, found on their website states:
“Our mission is to promote student achievement and preparation for global competitiveness by
fostering educational excellence and ensuring equal access” (US Department of Education,
http://www.ed.gov, accessed December 18, 2016).
The FLDOE mission found on their website states:
“The Department of Education is here to increase the proficiency of all students within one
seamless, efficient system, by providing them with the opportunity to expand their knowledge
and skills through learning opportunities and research valued by students, parents, and
communities, and to maintain an accountability system that measures student progress” (Florida
Department of Education, http://www.fldoe.org/about-us, accessed December 18, 2016).
Both mission statements offer vague and arbitrary illustrations on what they hope to
achieve educationally on the national and state level. What is missing from these mission
statements is the instructional implementation of these ideas as well as the assumptions,
foundation, and philosophy of education each entity promotes and encourages. How are schools
supposed to increase proficiency of all students to the same level if all students do not come from
the same circumstances, and all teachers do not come from the same circumstances, and the
schools are located in poor communities? How are schools supposed to help ensure equal
educational access to all students if they do not have equal access, or must compete for equal
access to limited resources?
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Researcher Geneva Gay made a similar observation in her book Culturally Responsive Teaching:
Theory, Research, and Practice (2000). Gay found that when the DOE in Seattle, Washington
began to require standardized testing to measure student proficiency, they did not offer any
guidance or support to teachers for how to achieve the new mission they set forth. Gay goes on
to argue that without any provisions put in place to achieve the mission, students are more at risk
to fail in school.
Similarly, in Framing Dropouts, Michelle Fine discusses the negative impact federal and
state department of education policies, procedures and unexamined assumptions has had on
districts and schools. She argues that for education bureaucracies “today’s question of equity
must focus not on educational access, but on educational outcomes” (1991:13). In her study of a
secondary school in New York City, in the 1980’s, she found that the federal DOE’s and state
DOE’s emphasis on equal educational access and opportunities ignores the systems’ roles in
producing high school dropouts, and/or even worse, when they label the individuals who dropout
as misfits in the community. As a result, the overall system is able to claim no responsibility for
the unequal educational outcomes of students because this is not the focus; equal educational
opportunities and access is the focus (Fine 1991).
The roles and responsibilities of each educational entity, as outlined in Table 5 below,
serve as a checks and balance system to ensure that administrators, faculty, and students are held
accountable for students who are able to master, or not master, the academic standards and
expectations (personal communication AIM Academy board member October 2015). At the
most basic level, these entities can be considered social networks, where one form of belief,
practice, values, meaning and standards is created and maintained (Hoffman and Evans 2004).
At a more advanced level, these entities are also a social network of paradoxes where the
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promotion of ideas such as success, student achievement, educational excellence, and
proficiency, does not match the reality of outcomes that include failure, dropping out, exclusion,
and cynicism (personal communication with ESE District Resource Teacher October 2015).

Table 5: Educational Entity Roles and Responsibilities
USDOE

•
•
•
•

FLDOE

•
•
•
•
•
•

School Districts and School Board

•
•
•
•
•
•

District Schools and Charter Schools

•
•
•

Promotes and funds the idea of Equal Education
Access.
8 percent of school funding contribution.
Protects student's and teacher's constitutional
rights.
Standardize testing and other mandates.
Promotes and Funds Equal Education
Opportunities.
92 percent of school Funding.
Establishes, selects and regulates curriculum.
Establishes student criteria for graduation.
Establishes a State Charter School Law which
allows a charter school to operate within the state.
Regulates and monitors charter schools.
Equal Education Opportunities, Access, and in
some cases.
Hiring of employees.
Oversees the operation of the schools.
Makes sure schools serve their purpose.
Develop a vision and mission for schools.
Provides resources and trainings for
administrators and faculty.
Creates a safe learning environment.
Creates student and faculty handbook to outline
expectations of behavior and consequences.
Is responsible for ensuring all employees and
personnel adhere to the standards and mandates
put forth by the federal and state governments.

Sources: USDOE: http://www2.ed.gov/about/landing.jhtml; FLDOE:
http://www.fldoe.org/about-us; Personal communications with District Resource Teacher
October 2015.
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When thinking about the success rate of students, it is important to keep in mind how
much power these entities have over student educational realities and teacher practices. While
the overall goal of these entities is to guide students into achieving in school, these different
entities, with their varying mission statements, also hinder many students from performing to the
best of their ability and/or realizing their own educational abilities.
In addition to these ambiguity concerns, both the USDOE and the FLDOE are in charge
of funding and resource distribution to districts and schools. If districts and schools do not make
adequate yearly progress (AYP) towards the reading, writing, and math proficiency standards
developed by the DOE then they are more than likely to be financially and resourcefully
punished (AIM Academy Board meeting minutes August 2015). AYP counts students who are
able to be on grade level standard at the end of every school year, but does not count students
who make gains towards the standard (personal communication with Dr. Cole August 2015). In
a desperate pursuit for academic gains, school districts, administrators and teachers become
concerned if students do not reach the standard and resort to several tactics to ensure their
students demonstrate proficiency.
Consequently, school hours become longer, additional tutoring services become available
to students before and after school, some schools are shut down and/or transformed into charter
schools, and electives and physical education are taken away from the school schedule to make
more time for academics (personal communication with AIM Academy principal September
2015). The focus on how to educate youth becomes a free-for-all, remains unclear and, even
worse, puts a lot of pressure on teachers and administrators to create or discover the best model
to educate youth. Success stories, for example, of transforming a Title I school, or a lowincome, low-performing school, educationally-disadvantaged populated school into a high
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achieving “A”- rated school makes news headlines, giving the community and public hope,
while at the same time putting heavy pressure on other schools by subtly saying to them “there is
no excuse why you can’t do it either” (personal communication with AIM Academy Assistant
Principal August 2016).
Conversely, it is also common to hear about schools and even school districts who have
cheated on the high-stakes tests for fear of the consequences of not meeting AYP. According to
the Georgia Public Policy Foundation in a report from April 2015, the Atlantic Public School
System engaged in “institutionalized corruption of standardized tests” (Coston 2011) for almost
ten years by erasing students’ incorrect answers, providing students with answers, and changing
or hiding important documents. This scandal resulted in the resignation of 178 teachers and
administrators (Coston 2011). These fear-based responses and behaviors to AYP are examples
of the intense amount of pressure a school system, individual schools, administrators, and
teachers feel on a daily basis. But sometimes it is the system that becomes overly suspicious
about the validity of their own tests.
On June 9, 2014, a complaint was filed by the Florida Department of Education (FLDOE)
and the Division of Accountability, Research, and Measurement (RAM) against AIM Academy
for an allegedly high number of similar correct answers and a high number of erasures on the
Spring 2014 FCAT Math. According to the Office of the Inspector General (OIG) investigative
report (Inspector General 2015), AIM Academy, along with 40 other schools in the state with a
similar charge, were put under investigation, lasting between June 2014-May 2015, and were
assigned an “I” for incomplete as a grade until the investigation cleared them. In the Fall of
2014, I was summoned to a tape-recorded interview by the Inspector General (IG), the Director
of Investigations (DOI) and the Investigator (I) because I was the test proctor for ESE students.
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During this recorded interview, I was asked about the school’s testing protocol, was presented
with two writing sample of numbers from students and asked to analyze whether the “8’s” were
drawn the same.
DOI: “Six students from this school were presented with their 2014 FCAT Math test response
booklets and confirmed that this was not their handwriting. We then asked them to give us a
sample of how they write and this is what they gave us. Do these two samples look the same to
you?”
The Researcher: “It is a challenge for me to honestly tell.”
DOI: “Well, why would these students say that this is not their handwriting, if this is their
handwriting?”
The Researcher: “I am not sure, sir. I can tell you one thing: as a teacher who works with ESE
students, I have noticed that a student’s handwriting is not always consistent, especially if they
feel rushed or under pressure.”
After interviews with over 20 students and approximately eight AIM Academy teachers, the OIG
determined that there was not enough evidence to conclude that AIM Academy school personnel
inappropriately changed or modified student responses on the Spring 2014 FCAT-Math.2 This
outcome resulted in AIM Academy receiving their “A” grade and eligibility to become
designated as a high-performing school.
This experience raised many questions and the level of cynicism among the
administrators and faculty at AIM Academy. The math teacher at the time, a mature older black
woman who had switched to the teaching profession five years earlier after retiring from a

2 This information was pulled from the Florida Department of Education: Office of Inspector General 2015 Investigative
Report. To maintain the anonymity of the school, I did not include the full details of the report in the references. In
addition, even though the information is public record, the release of the full details of the report requires prior
arrangements to be made with the OIG.
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corporate job, was very vocal in verbalizing her bitterness about the investigation. To this day,
she still talks about this experience.
The Math teacher: “I don’t know who these people think that are! They come in here accusing
us of cheating! But you know what? I know what they are really trying to say: How can these
poor black kids taught by black teachers perform proficiently on “their” test? It’s a shame!”
AIM Academy principal’s response however wasn’t as intense.
The Principal: “To be honest, I think they did this just because they did not want to designate us
with a high performing status. Once we get this status we become eligible to expand our grades
to K-5 (at the time of this investigation AIM Academy was only 6-8), to expand our charter to
other existing charter schools, or expand our type of program anywhere in the State.”
The Researcher: “But why would they care if we were designated as high performing? I mean,
why would they care to prevent us from getting this status?”
The Principal: “When we first opened our doors, we were expected to fail. Now, ten years later,
we are still going strong, teaching the students they said no one could reach and we are doing
well. I honestly think this is the reason. We are proving them wrong.”
AIM Academy adult stakeholders all shared a spirit of distrust and resentment when
speaking about the State’s role in AIM Academy school affairs. Not only were they concerned
that this investigation would tarnish their reputation in the community but also that the school, no
matter what end of the spectrum they performed on the high-stakes tests, would always be under
the scrutiny of the State. However, AIM Academy has consistently made gains and progress
throughout the years, even with BMY making up over 45 percent of the student population.
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According to the 2015-2016 FSA statistics, out of 3196 charter schools in the state of Florida,
AIM Academy was 85th in Math gains and 142nd in English language arts gains 3.
Members of the community also recognize the impact structural constraints such as
testing have on that overall school district. When asked his opinion about the elements that are
not as effective in HCPS when it comes to educating and engaging BMY, Mr. Teague expressed
his concern over the role of standardized testing:
Mr. Teague: “The FSA that used to be the FCAT. Although I believe there is a need for
standardized testing, I think that the way we implement standardized testing does not allow for
us to serve the best needs of students that are coming from challenged environments.”
The Researcher: “So, when you say ‘high-stakes testing’ you gave me an example of FSA, what
exactly is high-stakes testing?”
Mr. Teague: “The fact or the notion that this test is going to have an impact on the status of the
school publicity and income of the instructor, or the income of the cohort of instructors, the
administrators’ income, the grade of the school. All of those things are tied to this one student or
each student’s performance and I think, although well-intended, I think there are a lot of
unintended consequences of that.”
The Researcher: “Such as?”
Mr. Teague: “Folks are not focusing on whether or not the child is actually learning and
developing and growing; they are focused on whether or not I’m going to get my paycheck. I
think the two can coexist somehow or another. We lost the bigger picture which is the transfer
of knowledge and the acquisition of knowledge as the main objective, not how you do on a

3 This information is based on data presented on the FLDOE website. To keep the anonymity of the school I did not input
the website. However, this information was also made available to me by the AIM Academy 2016-2017 assistant
principal.
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particular test on a particular day and that’s a problem that we struggle with and it
disproportionately affects black students and specifically black male students.”
The Researcher: “So, when you say ‘high-stakes testing’ you gave me an example of FSA, what
exactly is the high-stakes testing situation like?”
Mr. Teague: “When you have high-stakes testing everything comes down to what happens on
that particular day and because we realize that a lot of our kids are coming from challenged
environments, that one day is hit-or- miss. So, if I’m coming to school on that day that we're
having an exam and the night before if somebody broke into that house next to mine and there
were police cars and sirens all night, what do you think I’m going to be like when I get to my
exam the next day as opposed to I come from and environment where everything is a steady-state
like elevator music?”
In The Acquisition of a Child by a Learning Disability, McDermott argues that
“American culture makes the absence of learning real as presence. Before any teachers of
children enter the schools every September, failure is in every room in America. There is never
a question of whether everyone is going to succeed or fail, only of who is going to fail”
(1993:295). Just as the system is able to identify successful schools based on those students who
performed successfully on the mandated tests, the system also knows how to identify failing
schools and the students who helped the schools fail. As a result, the production of educational
exclusion is subtly intertwined in the mission statements of the USDOE and the FLDOE.
Consider a conversation I had with Mr. Donald. He said that for him, the educational
system’s unspoken motto is “Those who get left behind get left behind.” According to him, the
FLDOE puts out the standards for schools to adhere to while at the same time de-emphasizing
the importance of implementation. Basically, it is up to the district and schools to figure out how
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to get students to reach their predefined FLDOE standard. All the FLDOE wants to see is each
student progress towards what they consider to be proficient. From here, value to the school is
assigned by the FLDOE, grading each school as an “A,” “B,” “C,” “D,” or failing.
What is problematic, according to Mr. Donald, is that the FLDOE already assumes that
33 percent of students have the basic tools needed to be proficient and perform successfully in
schools. Then comes the next 33 percent of students who fall into the average range but who can
still be pushed. This is the group that can make or break the school grade and also the group the
FLDOE would like the schools to focus on the most. The lesser 33 percent are students who do
not get the curriculum and probably never will. These are the students who get left behind, are
educationally disadvantaged, excluded and/or labelled as disabled, delayed, and/or behaviorally
challenged, according to Mr. Donald.
In the Fall of 2015, President Obama opined that there was too much reliance on testing
in public schools and, as a result, that learning and teaching had become less enjoyable. He
acknowledged his administration’s role in encouraging standardized testing and called for the
reduction of standardized tests to no more than 2 percent of classroom instructional time
(Zernike 2015). President Obama pointed out that on average students are administered about
125 standardized tests between preschool and high school graduation (Zernike 2015). This does
not include classroom tests, practice tests, progress monitoring assessments, and diagnostic
testing many students are forced to take during their K-12 academic years.
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Table 6: 2015-2016 School Year Standardized Testing Schedule in HCPS
Dates
August 2015-October 2015

Assessment
Florida Kindergarten
Readiness Screening (FLKRS)

Target Students
Kindergarten

August 2015-June 2016

Florida Assessments for
Instructions in Reading (FAIR)

K-12

Feb. 8 – Mar. 25, 2016

ACCESS for ELL 2.0 (new
CELLA)
Florida Standards Assessment
(FSA) English Language Arts
– Writing Component
Florida Assessment for
Instruction in Reading (FAIR)

All K-12 English Language
Learners
Grades 4–11

FSA English Language Arts
FSA English Language Arts &
FSA Mathematics
Stanford 10 (ES)
State-wide Science Assessment
(SSA)
FSA Algebra I End Of Course
(EOC)
(NGSSS) Civics EOC
EOC Civics and Algebra
Retakes

Grades 4–10
Grades 5–8

Feb. 29–Mar. 11, 2016

Mar. 21- Jun. 3, 2016
April 11–22, 2016
April 11–May 6, 2016
Apr. 13-15, 2016

May 9 - 13, 2016
May 16- 20, 2016
June 2016-August 2016

Grades 3-8

Grades 5 and 8 only

Grade 8
Grade 7
Grade 7 and 8

Source: HCPS testing calendar:
http://www.sdhc.k12.fl.us/docs/00/00/10/31/1516StatewideAssessmentSchedule.

The arguments for and against standardized testing has been at the forefront of education
for many years. It wasn’t until recently that many stakeholders, including parents, teachers, and
administrators began to question the way results of the tests were being used and called for a
change in the evaluation system of these tests (Solochek 2016). For example, on several
occasions, the principal of the AIM Academy expressed frustration at how the FCAT, now FSA,
scores were counted. Evaluators of the FCAT did not count gains a student had made. Rather,
they only counted if the student received a passing score as evidence that they have mastered the
standards. This meant that there was a whole dimension of knowledge learned not accounted
for; while at same time, students and schools were punished for not receiving a passing grade
(personal communications with AIM Academy principal August 2015).
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What is the purpose of examinations? In Examinations Reexamined: Certification of
Students or Certifications of Knowledge? Kvale (1993) argues that the main reason examinations
are critiqued is because it is not clear what exactly is being evaluated. In order to get a better
understanding of the validity of an examination, the author makes a clear distinction between
using examinations to test students and using examinations to “constitute knowledge”
(1993:216). According to Kvale, traditionally using examinations to test students focused on the
student’s individual career. The function of these examinations was to select students for a
particular career path. On the other hand, using examinations to test knowledge functions as a
way to confirm and legitimatize common standard knowledge in a society. Kvale goes on to call
the latter function of examinations as an “institution of examination” (1993:220) that controls
and labels knowledge as legitimate or illegitimate.
That examinations are used to confirm and legitimize knowledge is in alignment with
FLDOE-created academic standards and mission. While school administrators and teachers also
agree that there is too much testing in the school system, they also fall into alignment by
requiring practice tests taken throughout the school year in order for students to build up their
endurance for the FSA in the Spring. Students in grades 6-8 are allocated a total of 205 minutes
to complete the FSA English Language Arts test over a two-day period and 60 minutes to
complete the FSA math test during a single session. It is not clear how many questions are on
each section of the test (personal communication with AIM Academy testing coordinator April
2015).
Priorities begin to shift because of this phenomenon. Administrators and teachers began
to lack compassion, either consciously or unconsciously, for students who have personal, social
and/or educational issues because they are so focused on those students who can perform well
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and achieve on the test. Based on my observations, school administrators are reluctant to enroll a
student who has a poor testing history with poor and/or inadequate scores. At the end of the
day, no school wants to enroll “the lesser 33 percent” for fear that they would prevent funding
and resources from the educational system to enter the school.
Teachers in The Dream Keepers (2009) also expressed frustration regarding the limits of
standardized testing. According to author Ladson-Billings, teachers in her study stated that the
reliance on testing does not capture the multidimensionality and complexity of student
knowledge. In addition, the reliance on testing takes away from the teacher’s power and
autonomy in the classroom. For example, there is limited time to delve deeper into some topics
or to critically build knowledge because of the urgency in preparing students with certain
academic skill sets that would help a student demonstrate proficiency via testing on their grade
level.
The testing phenomenon, institutionalizing the mission of the educational system,
impacts both student and school performance and teacher and student attitudes on many different
levels. The frustration, hastiness, impatience, and stress associated with achieving on the tests
leaves limited room for meaningful relationships to develop within a school setting that would
promote youth intellectual, social, emotional and mental development.
It is an assumption and understanding of this research that system-wide testing mandates
have a determining influence on the conditions inside of many schools. Now, having grasped an
understanding of the expectations and mission of the different entities that make up the
educational system, it is equally important to grasp an understanding of the philosophies of the
individual teachers and administrators who are in constant contact with students, families and the
community. By describing the educational philosophies of AIM Academy, as adult professionals
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and stakeholders, we can get a better understanding of the (mis?) alignment these philosophies
have with the USDOE and the FLDOE mission.
The FLDOE’s philosophy and goals are ambiguous, leaving room for interpretation on
the part of educators. However, there are unexamined assumptions in the FDLOE’s philosophy.
For instance, take the statement “by providing them with the opportunity to expand their
knowledge and skills through learning opportunities and research valued by students, parent and
communities.” How does the FLDOE know what students, parents and communities value?
More importantly, is what students, parents, and communities value the same as what the
FLDOE values? Still, where is the teacher’s voice and perception in determining what is
valuable to the students and families they work with every day?
Keeping in mind that the FLDOE sets the tone, curriculum, criteria, and standard for
what it means for a student and the overall school to be educationally successful in the State of
Florida, it is important to point out the not all administrators’ and teachers’ philosophy match the
FLDOE.
Faculty and Administrator Educational Philosophies and Practices
“I think, for example, of teachers who create the conditions under which young people must
spend so many hours: some shine a light that allows new growth to flourish, while theirs cast a
shadow under which seedlings die.” – Palmer (2000:78)

In this section, I will discuss the educational philosophies and belief systems of
administrators and teachers. My goal is to describe these philosophies in the context of the
educational system and the intended or unintended production of educational exclusion. When
first considering prospective teachers and administrators, AIM Academy’s principal conducts
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thorough interviews that include questions related to the social-emotional health, the biases, and
philosophy of a potential teacher candidate. For instance, during the interview the principal asks
questions related to how a potential candidate responds to feedback, how well they get along
with colleagues with whom they may disagree, and what is something they would like to
improve or change about themselves. According to the principal, her intention is to make sure
that each faculty member she hires would be a “good fit” for the school (personal
communication with AIM Academy principal September 2015). A positive outcome of this
strategy is that she is able to get a holistic perspective about the individual person. 4 One of her
biggest frustrations when hiring teachers and administrators, especially from the HCPS district,
is that they have a “district mentality,” meaning these teachers are very clinical, lacking emotion,
robotic in the classroom while providing rigor, but yet still very rigid, static, and stoic in their
teaching (personal communications with principal August 2016). The “district mentality,”
according to the AIM Academy principal, is something that the students are used to when they
come to AIM which often causes some conflict when creating an all-inclusive learning
environment.
The principal said she would like to have faculty members who hold diverse perspectives,
are passionate about the subject they teach, who can identify with students while holding them
accountable for their learning, and who make learning fun and relevant to the students (AIM
Academy board meeting minutes October 2015).
This is related to Gay’s call for more culturally-responsive teaching to educationally
disadvantaged students (2000). In this model, the culture of the student is taken into

4 This method was also used to hire Mr. Bolt. After Mr. Bolt left the school, I asked the principal about the effectiveness
of this method. She said that she initially felt funny during his interview because he demonstrated some characteristics that
were off-putting, however because he was a young black male, trying to start his career as an administrator after teaching
several years in Miami-Dade, she wanted to give him a chance to succeed. She fervently admits that she made a mistake
going against her initial judgment and hiring him.
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consideration when teaching and learning in the classroom. In addition to students learning
about multicultural contributions of people from diverse backgrounds to society, their own
background and culture becomes legitimized within the curriculum. Gay argues for more microlevel, culturally responsive changes in the classroom to take place in order to help solve the
problem of educational inequities. From her perspective, teachers and administrators shouldn’t
wait for progress to be made on the macro systematic level, but rather should take initiative to
make the necessary changes in their school and teaching practice. While she does acknowledge
that there needs to be more of an alignment between curriculum and instructional changes, she
believes that the more this teaching style is practiced in the classroom and the more knowledge
and practice teachers have in using this perspective, the more academic success they will see
with their students.
While there are always advantages and disadvantages to every school setting and
situation, AIM Academy strives to create a warm, inviting, and safe learning environment for
students, their families, and the overall community. AIM focuses on building stronger
communities by educating youth to become independent, critical, and global thinkers (personal
communication with AIM Academy principal August 2015). Professional development
workshops, weekly administrator meetings, and weekly faculty meetings are held to promote
these attitudes and practices among AIM Academy adult professional stakeholders. At the same
time, an educator’s true philosophy of education and/or an ideal institution, at the core, may be
different than what is said out loud in a group of people and/or what is done with action. Take for
example Dr. Monroe’s philosophy of teaching:
“My philosophy of education is that every child is teachable and every child is entitled to
a quality education. Every child should feel safe and comfortable in an environment
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conducive for learning. Being aware of each child’s cognitive growth, I will consciously
work on empathizing with the child’s emotional, social, psychological and physical
development. I will work with parents and community members to frame a village of
support in every aspect. I will engage each child with multicultural experiences to help
him/her become a well-rounded socially conscious individual. In an effort to
individualize instruction to support students, I will use integral strategies to aid the
different learning styles of each child. I will use instructional strategies such as
cooperative learning and differentiated instruction, while integrating technology. The
learning environment will provide students with the opportunity to evaluate and assess
how they learn. Learning is a means of assessment; assessment drives instruction.
Assessment resembles good instruction when it occurs during typical learning activities.
In order to facilitate learning, I will involve students in the process of assessment by
using rubrics which will allow them to self-check and self-evaluation assignments. This
will help students develop the ability to critic their own accomplishment and to set goals
for themselves. In an environment that is nurturing, engaging, and inspiring, students
will feel empowered to become engaged in the learning process. When learning occurs
in a nurturing and safe environment, students become empowered, engaged, and
enthusiastic learners. As the facilitator of learning, my role is to encourage children to
become inspired and invested lifelong learners.”
This is the same administrator who Ms. Boris accused of speaking too “roughly” and too
“disrespectfully” to her son Murphy.
Or consider Mr. Donald’s more practical philosophy:
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“You know I really pondered this, I thought about this, I really think that we all need to
be educated in a way that we need to be able to understand life. Everybody can’t be
educated at the same level. Everybody shouldn’t expect to be educated at the same level
and others shouldn’t expect others to be educated on the same level. We are all going to
have a different level of education, however, I think you need to be brought to a point
where you do understand there’s some basic, core basic educational things that you need
to know such as, you need to at least have a high school level education to understand the
basic ways of living and that sort of thing. However, my thing, as far as continuing
education. I don’t think everyone is cut out to be, for continuing education, I’m not a
stickler for everybody going to college, now let me explain that. Everybody is not
college material, so therefore, that’s why I say at least, my philosophy, everybody should
at least have the basics and the basics should be, at least to have a GED or High School
Diploma equivalent. Now when you get to that point you can still continue your
education in a manner that you can still do a trade. Now I’m kind of caught on this trade
thing now because everybody is not college material and this is something that we might
want to take a look at. When a student gets to the 10th grade they pretty much know
whether they’re going to college or not, now where is it that they’re going to go? One of
three places, they’re either going to go to the streets, they’re going to go to college or
they’re maybe going to go to the military or pretty much that’s about it or they’ll do
nothing so there’s always the room of doing nothing. So, those are the four avenues in
order to create an education system that I think we need to really really take a strong look
at the trade schools and the technical schools in order to enhance students and push that
more than saying ‘Johnny you’re gonna go to college, if you’re not going to college
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you’re not be anything, that sort of thing.’ We need to stop displaying that and stop
telling students that because everybody is not college material. So, my philosophy on
education is that you take, you go and take it to the level that you think you need to be in
order to achieve whatever it is you need to achieve. You really don’t have to have a
college degree in order to be successful. A lot of people think that you need a college
degree to be successful and a lot of people will tell you, well you really don’t. And you
really, really don’t but you still could be educated in a sense that, you know, since I don’t
have a college degree I still can be educated in a way to know or to do the things I need
to do.”
And Mr. Teague display of an activist spirit in his philosophy:
“Well there’s two things: career path that I’ve been involved in I was a police officer and
I’m an educator and to me there are two jobs in this country where you are in direct
contact with society on a regular basis and those other two jobs either as a teacher
because we're all compelled to go to school on some level and some way for at least 12
years and a police officer you're in contact with, based on your job, with society every
day. As a teacher, you're in contact with society every day as part of your job. So, to me
those two careers are in the best position to address social change. Within the educational
arena, I believe we need to take advantage of that opportunity in education to not only be
focused on academics but also be focused on social change. Some people would argue
that schools are not social welfare agencies and my response to that is why not? Well
they don't have the resources... but they are in the best position to do it so why not give
them the resources to be able to address that? I think just having that narrow focus on
academics and not focusing on social-emotional/development and not having the
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resources to adequately address social-emotional/development it is a missed opportunity
because it affects black kids and black families disproportionately. Being an agent of
social change helps individuals improve their social-emotional development. The
resources that are available to more affluent families far outweighs the resources
available to kids that are coming from free and reduced lunch environment. The kids that
are coming from free and reduced lunch and violence are disproportionate minority
African-American or Latino so the failure of our society to invest money and resources
into social/emotional development in academics is going to disproportionately affect
black kids. Affluent kids who are not black are getting those resources also.”
Dr. Cole offered some philosophical wisdom based on his own experience in public education of
over 40 years:
“My philosophy of education is quite simple. Education is the process of perceiving and
an effort to try and understand and then apply what I think I know by consistently doing
and performing in an acceptable manner what I perceive and think and then passing along
to another to replicate or expand upon what is known or perceived by me. You are not
going to get too many answers like these.”
The philosophies of these AIM Academy professionals can fit into the stated missions of the
USDOE and the FLDOE. At the same time, in order for teachers and administrators to achieve
these missions successfully, there are several elements that need to be specifically addressed and
implemented in the creation of standards, in the delivery model, and in the evaluation system that
include the cultural, psychological, and historical biographies of students, in order for success
among all students to increase (Toren 2012).
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In Learning as a Micro Historical Process, Toren (2012) argues that learning is informed
by the histories of individuals. If a child is to learn information from an adult perspective, then
this means they would have to deny their own understanding of the content being learned. By
incorporating BMY biographies, values, and realities into the educational system, both the
USDOE and the FLDOE may see more schools successfully achieving their mission. In
addition, teachers and administrators would be able to do their job.
However, no matter how well intentioned administrators and teachers are, there comes a
point when pressure from the USDOE and the FLDOE blinds their philosophy of education.
Fine (1991:179) argues that, “Of course most educators intend good for their students. And of
course, giving educators more power on site could substantially improve education of students.
But at issue here are inequitable educational outcomes, which intended or not, have a devastating
impact on low income urban adolescents. Institutional arrangements alone do not produce
inequitable outcomes. Good intentions drown within structural disempowerment and
institutional loyalty, ensuring inequitable outcomes.” In other words, despite teacher,
administrators, and board members’ philosophy and ideas about education, they still need to
abide by, and operate within, the standards and time constraints of the USDOE and the FLDOE.
AIM Academy stakeholders know the importance of education; they know the outcomes
they would like to see. I found that educators know why they chose the education field and
ultimately which direction they would like AIM Academy to go.
The Researcher: “Describe your idea of an ideal educational institution.”
Dr. Monroe: “An ideal educational institution would require dedicated and knowledgeable
educators willing to inspire, encourage, empower and engage students in an activity of
intellectual learning. The knowledge they will acquire will help prepare students to be
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competitive in the global market. This institution would be attuned to the changes occurring in
the economic market and it would provide skills and knowledge to guarantee students will be
able to self-advocate for whatever position they wish to hold in life, whether it be in academia or
a vocational career.”
On the other hand, on a more practical level, other individuals feel that AIM Academy should
head in the direction of becoming a community school, where all families feel welcomed and
invited to come to the school.
The Researcher: “Describe your ideal educational institution. What does that look like?”
Mr. Teague: “My ideal educational institution is a community center where education takes
place.”
The Researcher: “A community center where education takes place?”
Mr. Teague: “It is a community center first and we incorporate education into the community
center so you have a facility that addresses the needs of the community on a broader scale than
just a school. So, you have healthcare services integrated into the facility so when you have a
healthy kid you're much more inclined to have a high performing kid that addresses the be ready
to learn concept.”
These views are not conflicting; all stakeholders want the best for the community and the
individuals who live in the community. The issues of creating an all-inclusive safe learning
environment stems from the differences in opinion among stakeholders regarding the necessary
path it takes to get there. For instance, on HCPS website the vision for the school district clearly
states, “Preparing Students for Life” but what is not clear is the definition of life and what the
preparation looks like. As adults, it is somewhat easy for us to assume that we all share the same
idea of how the vision should look and share the same beliefs about what the process would
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entail. The HCPS vision is a straightforward statement. However, preparing students for life
looks different depending on the lives the students are leading and the future lives that are
available to them. That path on how to prepare students for life then takes on different and often
inconsistent directions. When stakeholders who are all part of the same organization do not have
an agreed upon path among them to facilitate a BMY’s path of success, consequences such as
educational exclusion are bound to occur.
Parents, as stakeholders, also hold important views on what an ideal school would look
like. Their belief system may shape their child’s belief system and interaction with individuals
who work at the school.
The Researcher: “Describe your idea of an ideal educational institution in HCPS. What do you
think the ideal school would look like?”
Ms. Boris: “A school that has a good support system for the students, different staff members
that they are able to go to if they need to vent, and special kids that have special needs that are on
a different level but you don't really want to separate them out from being a normal child.”
From Ms. Boris’s perspective, educating students, in particular BMY, requires a diverse
perspective and equal balance of assistance for the different students who enter the school. How
are we able to merge these different philosophies of schooling into one that would help all
stakeholders remain on the same page, know a clear path and the roles they play in the process,
and to help BMY stay engaged and included in the learning process?
Administrator and faculty philosophies about education, along with their mental and
emotional characteristics play a large role in shaping the minds or BMY. During the weekly
faculty meetings, I was able to ethnographically capture the belief systems of administrators and
faculty. Weekly faculty meetings, along with professional development workshops held on site,
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became important settings to collect data for this dissertation. Faculty meetings were viewed as
a “safe place” where most teachers share ideas, reflect on the day, and sometimes express
frustration in teaching Title I students and working with Title I families. These meetings also
serve as a place for teachers to exchange ideas about a student’s academic performance,
strengths, behavioral concerns, and any social-emotional issues that may impact their academic
performance.
AIM Academy Board meetings, faculty meetings, and professional development
workshops, were common places where various sentiments and concerns about AIM Academy
student performances were voiced by educators and administrators. This would eventually help
me gain an understanding of each person’s vision of the school and philosophy of education.
Here is a passage from my field notes:
In a January faculty meeting, Mr. Bolt expressed both disbelief and relief when he spoke about
the high scores students at AIM earned on the latest progress monitoring assessment called
FAIR.
Mr. Bolt: “Well, we received the FAIR (a reading test administered four times a year to predict
the probability of a student passing the FSA) scores. I can’t believe that our students actually did
well! According to the scores, our 6, 7 and 8th graders have a 75 percent probability of passing
the FSA.”
I looked around the room and noticed that some teachers were smiling about this fact, but no one
else seemed to pick up on his tone that he couldn’t believe that the students actually had a chance
to achieve on the test. It is possible that here Mr. Bolt was implicitly criticizing the other
teachers and those teachers were understanding him to be criticizing them. Was Mr. Bolt really
saying: “You teachers are not qualified to teach; you have poor classroom management based on
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how many times I have to come to your classroom and I am surprised that the students did well
based on this fact?” Or was it a jab at the students as in “These students come from poor,
unsatisfactory backgrounds, get into trouble often, play too much in the classroom and I never
expected them to achieve live this?” At this point I became more interested in what Mr. Bolt
was not saying versus the actual words coming out of his mouth.
This event showed me that while faculty and administrators hope students succeed academically,
they do not believe that students can be academically successful on standardized tests. The
cynicism among some administrators and faculty is real. So, real in fact it has almost become
customary for faculty members to joke about the low-level performance of groups of students. I
noticed that jokes made about the academic success rate of students play an important role in
uniting educators. It strengthened the bond of faculty members by reminding them that they are
on the same team, playing “against” students, parents, and the overall system. At the same time,
it is important to consider how these conversations influence the creation of the teacher’s
underlying beliefs, assumptions and emotions about students. How do these beliefs guide
educational instruction of BMY?
In one professional development workshop, the facilitator opened the session with this
essential question:
Facilitator: “Whose fault is it if a student fails? Should teachers take responsibility for every
student that fails?”
Teacher 1 participant: “Well, it is politically correct to say ‘the teacher’s fault.’ I personally feel
that it is our job to try and reach everyone and if we don’t reach everyone, what is the point?”
Most of the teachers nodded their head in agreement.
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Teacher 2 participant: “Let’s be realistic, we should do everything we can, but it is not our fault
if a child fails! What about the parents? What about the student’s themselves? All of these
people should take some responsibility!”
In The Dream Keepers (2009:145), Ladson-Billings argues for prospective teacher
candidates to be provided “with opportunities to critique the system in ways that will help them
choose a role as either agent of change or defender of the status quo.” Because there is not clear
space for this to occur, from my observations, I found often times that a teacher’s core
philosophy of educating youth does not match their actions towards the student and their
delivery of the content. Following Ladson-Billing’s argument, if there was a space created for
teachers to not only have a voice in their own teaching practice, but to use their professional
expertise used in their university training to educate youth, and also to critique the very system
in which they work, then we should be able to see successful academic advancement. Even
more, these descriptions of administrator and teacher perspectives provide further support for
the implementation of culturally relevant teaching advocated by both Ladson-Billings (2009)
and Gay (2000). This teaching style encourages teachers to question and teaches students how
to question “the structural inequality, racism, and the injustice that exist in society” (LadsonBillings 2009:140).
Dr. Cole agreed with this argument. When asked his opinion about what BMY can do to
improve their educational experiences and outcomes, Dr. Cole provided some valuable insight.
Dr. Cole: “First thing is it is the job of the teacher or educator to fulfill his or her responsibility
to train or educate any and all children to the best of their abilities. We are the teachers, when
this person comes in there we know, school is like another clinic. It is not part of a hospital but it
is a clinic and, see, teachers have not been properly prepared to be healers, only to be teachers.
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Our jobs as teachers, as mentors, as educators is as long as racists and insensible and insensitive
policies and behaviors are tolerated and accepted by participants in education. How can a black
male youth who is weighed down with such unfair treatment at home, injustices in their
communities, inequalities and countless insidious barriers can ever be expected to improve their
circumstance and condition unless he is helped, unless he is taught and trained how to cope with
these injustices? However, any black male can take responsibility for his action or non-action
and trying to do or not doing the best he can do, under whatever circumstance he might find
himself. He will still have to understand nobody can, nobody will, nobody should be expected to
do for him what he must first do for himself. And the first thing he must learn how to do is keep
his damn mouth closed, his eyes wide open and his ears are tuned. In church, we call it, ‘A silent
tongue, listening ear, and faithful heart.’ That is what is to happen. So, you see in other words we
have failed our children as a whole. Society with a few exceptions, alright, and you being one of
those alright persons, but as a whole when our children come here we are getting some raw,
messed up, angry, bitter young people especially young males. Alright? We got those now. We
are master builders supposed to be master carpenter, OK? Now remember now, our teachers
also come here with a bag load of shit too.”
The Researcher: “Of course!”
Dr. Cole: “That is why the whole institution should be working with the healing process.”
The Researcher: “As well.”
Dr. Cole: “Yes, when you all are having staff meetings, when you are all having training that
should part of the dynamic, you should be dealing with healing instead of talking about them
badass children. We should be talking about how fucked up we are and how fucked up the
system is.”
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It is clear that not every teacher who works in the same school is on the same page in terms of
who is responsible for the student’s education. Even more, it is also clear that teachers are not
equipped with the necessary skills to think critically and consciously about their own role in the
educational system and how they may or may not perpetuate social inequality among BMY.
How does this unconscious belief system impact a BMY’s ability to be fully engaged in the
learning process?
On the School Curriculum and Classroom Management
“We are here not only to transform the world but also to be transformed.” -- Palmer (2000:97)

My goal in this section is to describe behaviors and interactions in the classroom between
teachers and students, while at the same time emphasizing the teacher’s perspective on classroom
management and the curriculum. My intention is to show how these interactions and
perspectives play a role in producing educational exclusion.
As illustrated in Table 5, the State decides the curriculum that each school district must
use. There is some flexibility in this process in terms of which supplemental resources can be
used in the classroom, but for the most part, all schools in Florida must meet the Next Generation
Sunshine State Standards (personal communication with AIM Academy board member
September 2015). According to the FLDOE website, The Next Generation Sunshine State
Standards (NGSSS), are general statements that describe the abilities and skills students must
possess at the end of their grade level. These statements are for students in grades first-12th and
cover several different areas ranging from math, English language arts, science, social studies,
and other disciplines. Despite these broad standards, administrators and educators still do their
best to engage student learning by orchestrating field trips, assigning special projects or
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organizing school-wide science fairs. These enrichment activities are meant to serve as other
ways for students to become engaged with the content they are expected to learn (personal
communications with Aim Academy Operations Manager January 2016). Even with these
strong efforts, however, successful learning and teaching remains a challenge.
In an 8th grade social studies class, students were reviewing the three branches of government.
There were a total of 11 students in class: five boys and six girls. The boys were seated in rows
on one side of the room while the girls were seated in rows on the other side. There was a single
row of desks that separated the boys from the girls. The teacher paced in front of the room
asking probing questions to encourage a classroom discussion. He also seemed to pay more
attention to the boys than the girls. The boys were participating in the discussion more than the
girls.
Teacher: “So, what does the executive branch do?”
BMY student 1: “They enforce the law.”
BMY student 2: “No, they don’t! They don’t do nothing!”
The rest of the class began laughing. The girls moved their desks closer to each other and began
talking and giggling with each other.
Chris was sitting among the boys and was still laughing, I am assuming, from the comment his
peer made. This made the teacher frustrated.
“Chris, move to the back of the classroom!”
“Wait, What?! I didn’t even do anything!” Chris got up anyway and walked to the back of the
classroom where I was seated. “Didn’t he see the other students talking and laughing to me?
Why didn’t they get in trouble, too? He always trying to criticize somebody!”
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From an administrator’s perspective, there are a couple of concerns with this scenario. These
concerns include lack of classroom management, lack of higher-order thinking questions, and
lack of student engagement. However, for this research, it is important to look at this scenario
from the BMY perspective. Chris was excluded from his original seat because he was doing
exactly what his peers were doing: talking, laughing, and barely paying attention. All students in
the classroom appear to be disengaged with the content. As a result, misbehavior in the
classroom becomes visible and at some point, a challenge to manage. Chris knew he wasn’t
supposed to do this, but he saw everyone else doing it without reprimand or consequences and
thought it was okay for him to engage on this level as well. When he was removed from the
seating arrangement, he felt like he was being singled out, picked on, and as if he was the one the
teacher did not like. I found this situation to be quite common when I observed BMY in the
classroom.
One afternoon in a 7th-grade social studies civics class, students were asked to read a section of
the book and write a summary of what they read. Ferguson almost immediately began tapping
on the table with his fists, as if he were making a beat. I am not sure if he was aware that he was
doing this, but nevertheless a peer told Ferguson to stop. After he stopped, Ferguson then called
out to the teacher, without raising his hand, asking if he could get a book. The teacher then
reprimanded Ferguson for speaking out of turn. Ferguson put his head down on the desk and the
teacher, frustrated at this point, told Ferguson to go to the back of the classroom.
Ferguson: “What did I do? I didn’t even do anything! All I did was ask for a book.”
Ferguson got up from his seat and moved to the back of the classroom. As he moved to the back
of the classroom with his head down and I heard Ferguson mumble, “That’s why I’m not going
to do any work.”
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He sat down loudly in the seat, scraping the ground with the chair, and began to work on
assignments for science. As he worked, I heard him talking to himself.
Ferguson: “All I did was ask for a book and put my head down like that. He’s [the teacher]
tripping!”
At this point I have several questions developing in my head. “Do teachers misread behaviors?”
“Do teachers take things too far?” “Instigate the situation?” “Who is more likely to be removed
to the back of the class?” “Males or females?” “Should this even count as exclusion?”
The students finished their summary and moved on to a discussion. Even though Ferguson was
completing another teacher’s assignment, he calls out, without raising his hand, a correct answer
to a question asked by the teacher. The teacher walks to the back of the room and hands
Ferguson a book.
Teacher: “What are the qualifications to be president?”
Ferguson: “I don’t know because I didn’t have a book!”
Teacher: “There are books all over the place! You could have just gotten one!”
Ferguson: “That’s all you had to say instead of moving me to the back of the classroom! That
was just you being extra! Dang!”
Teacher: “Ferguson, you do this all the time. What happened yesterday? It is just disruptive!”
The teacher walks away, but a few minutes later, the following exchange took place:
Teacher: “Ferguson, I think you need to get suspended again. It is always something with you!”
Ferguson: “What did I do? I didn’t even do anything!”
He starts bouncing his knee aggressively.
To be honest, I didn’t see Ferguson do anything either. But what do I know?
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In both situations, Chris and Ferguson were in social studies and were both removed to
the back of the classroom by their male teacher. They did not understand why they were being
removed, but followed the directions of the teacher. When they asked the teacher why they were
being removed, they got into more trouble. This tension is common in the classroom between
student and teacher. In addition, it appears that the teacher considered previous encounters with
Ferguson as reason enough to change his seat. BMY previous interactions with teachers appear
to dictate the teacher response towards BMY present behavior. More specifically, if a BMY is
known for “acting up” or not demonstrating self-control, one minor infraction will have
consequences. However, at the root of this issue is the lack of engagement with the curriculum
in the classroom and the discrepancy between how to teach the content and how one is supposed
to demonstrate knowledge of the content.
Consider a situation I observed one day in a sixth-grade English language arts class.
Students were learning how to apply reading comprehension strategies to a variety of texts. The
teacher, after leading a guided practice on how to identify an unknown word, told students to get
with their partners so they can do the next activity in small groups. A few scholars groaned at
this idea but went into their groups anyway. One BMY however, looked at the teacher and said
“I don’t like working in groups because you can’t work in groups on the test. I need to learn
how to do this alone.”
Once again, the question arises: what form of learning is taking place, how is this
learning communicated, and even more for what purpose? There is a lack of consistency
between what students are expected to learn, what they currently know, how the teacher is
communicating what students need to know, how they will demonstrate this learning, and what is
the most effective path to get them to what they are supposed to be learning.
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Conversely, from a teacher’s perspective, teaching a curriculum that is unfamiliar and/or
does not align with their own teaching philosophy may also cause problems for both teacher and
student engaging with the content. Educational researcher, Gloria Ladson-Billings discusses this
phenomenon in her book The Dream-Keepers (2009). In her research of successful teaching of
black children in the United States, Ladson-Billings found that culturally relevant teaching, or
teaching that allows students to participate in co-creating knowledge, is more progressive and
productive than the scripted, prepacked curriculum teachers are expected to use in the classroom.
Using a culturally relevant curriculum gives both teachers and students the ability to incorporate
themselves into the learning experiences, rather than just being a person that transfers
information and the other person that receives information. Presently, all the general NGSSSaligned curriculum books and materials which are available for purchase are scripted and
prepacked (personal communication with AIM Academy assistant principal September 2016).
While administrators and teachers are allowed to choose other materials to engage students, from
my observations, lack of time and money prevents this from happening.
In the beginning of the school year during my fieldwork, AIM Academy administrators
strongly encouraged teachers to follow a 21-day curriculum that focuses on classroom
procedures, routines, and other forms of expectations of behavior. Later in the school year, if the
teacher was still having difficulty with classroom management, as determined by the number of
incidents and discipline referrals sent to the office and/or administrator observations, then the
teacher could have some consequences, including a negative evaluation which could mean a cut
in pay (personal communication with AIM Academy principal August 2016).
The theory behind the 21-day curriculum was that students would gain an in-depth
understanding of what was expected of them in terms of their behavior resulting in an increased
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focus on learning and achievement for the remainder of the school year (personal communication
with the principal August 2015). How did this approach look once applied in the classroom?
More importantly do all teachers share and adapt this philosophy in their classroom? At this
point, it is necessary to understand the perspective and beliefs of the teacher in the classroom
regarding classroom management and the overall school curriculum.
The Researcher: “What is your classroom management philosophy?”
Mr. Donald: “My philosophy is taking control of the classroom from day one. In order to do
that, I think rules need to be established. Clear and defined rules need to be established and the
expectation of the learning environment. In order to maintain classroom management there
needs to be an understanding. The core of classroom management is that you need to set the
tone from day one. You don’t necessarily need 21 days to do this. A lot of times, I think that
time frame is given mostly for first year teachers, who are not familiar with behavior
management strategies in the classroom.”
The Researcher: “What kind of tone do you like to set? Or what type of tone do you think
teachers should set for classroom management.”
Mr. Donald: “I think the teachers need a tone as ‘I am the adult in the classroom’ and the student
is being the subordinate in the classroom. The student needs to abide by those directions set
forth by the teacher. I think that teachers need to be direct. They need to be direct in their
instruction and what they are trying to portray to the student.”
Teachers are expected, by administrators, to assume authority over every aspect of the classroom
including classroom learning, how information is delivered, how students are expected to
behave, and how students are expected to learn. What is also happening in perhaps not obvious
ways is that during this process exclusion is being produced. Whether this production is
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intentional or not, Mr. Donald is primarily concerned with producing disciplined workers in his
classroom by managing and controlling behaviors. While some students respond according to
the “subordinate” role, and/or learn how to negotiate and resolve this tension, other students
outright reject this notion. An important question to consider is what exactly are teachers trying
to produce and is this production in alignment with what the overall institution, in this case AIM
Academy, is expected to produce?
The Researcher: “What are some of your strategies for classroom management?”
Mr. Donald: “Well it is not concrete strategy. However, my take has always been it is depending
on the student environment. What I mean by that is one environment might be different than
another environment. However, if the behavior wasn’t more disciplined then you as the teacher
have to make them comply to that. You might have a classroom environment where you may
not need as much supervision as opposed to another environment. I think it boils down to the
environment itself. You might have some higher-level students versus lower level students with
behavior problems so therefore it just depends on the level of students and where they are
behavior-wise and educational-wise.”
The Researcher: “So, what are some of your strategies for managing that type of dynamic in the
classroom?”
Mr. Donald: “I think you have to bring those students that need more attention in line with those
other students. It needs to be a match. If you have students that know how to behave and then
you have students that don’t know how to behave you have to find that balance in order to get
instruction across the classroom. If it takes dealing with that student where you put them in a
place where they need time to think or give them time to calm down, then you might have to do
that in order to continue because at the end of the day you still have to give instruction. You
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don’t want to take away from instructional time from the other students so therefore you might
have to do something creative to have that student be quiet or set aside or something of that
nature.”
Willis describes this phenomenon and these contradictions with respect to the
reproduction of exclusion from schools and the reproduction of working-class lads in his
ethnographic study of working class lads. He writes (1977:176): “In the first place, we must not
expect particular kinds of reproduction to take place tidily in discrete kinds of institutions. Just
as the school and its formal timetable lies tangential to the real processes of learning and of the
preparation of manual labor power, other kinds of institutions may lie awkwardly against real
social functions.” Here, I will refer to “other kinds of institutions” as the institution of families
and/or the community. If a BMY comes from a particular family that is focused, consciously or
not, on producing children who stand up for themselves, no matter the context or circumstance,
then these same children may not behave in what is considered to be an appropriate institutional
response to being treated as a subordinate in the classroom.
At the same time, if a student comes from a family and/or community where the focus is
on producing children who know how to set and accomplish goals, interact with different types
with people, and who demonstrate self-discipline, then these same children may know how to
successfully interact in the classroom as a “subordinate.” Mr. Donald further explains this point.
The Researcher: “Has any of your training as a teacher been culturally specific? If so, would
you describe the strategies they discussed?”
Mr. Donald: “No, none of my trainings have been culturally specific. Here again, I think
although all students learn different culturally however behavior to me across the board is pretty
similar. What I mean by that is although there may be a difference you know in the learning
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curve and a difference in learning style however I expect the behavior aspect of it to be pretty
much the same because when you are setting your rules, and your goals and your classroom
management style then that is across the board, that’s for everybody, not just for one specific
cultural group. So, that revolves around everybody and everybody should take part in that. I
mean you need to understand different cultures in terms of how they behave and how they learn
and how they behave along with all the other cultures. The behavior, age wise, is pretty much
going to be about the same.”
The Researcher: “What do you think is the relevance of the curriculum to our student
population? How do you make it relevant to the students in your math class?”
Mr. Donald: “Now this is something I ponder a lot. I mean I am kind of straddled on that and
the reason being is because, yes, it is, relevant however I think the methodology in getting there
is irrelevant. Here again, when we go back to learning style and learning environment and
looking at different cultures and looking at different students, a lot of students don’t have or they
don’t get the foundation at an early on age. And therefore, what is expected of them when they
get to a certain grade level they may not have been able to accomplish in their former grade level
and especially in this population, the population that we serve, because if you don’t have control
of that particular student from [age] one through five and you get that student at [age] six there is
no way that this curriculum could be relevant to them if they don’t know that three plus three is
six.”
The Researcher: “How do you make it relevant then to those students who you did not have for
the first five years of their life?”
Mr. Donald: “Well you have to break it down to basics. You have to go back to the basics. And
that’s where the rubber meets the road. So therefore, when you do that, which you really don’t
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have time to do that, at a sixth-grade level for example, number one you are taking away from
the learning environment, the structure and time and number two you are putting that particular
population in that particular grade level more and more behind towards advancing to the next
grade level. So, I really don’t know. I mean you can’t go back and undo it. So here is how you
do it, you have to grow your own farm. You have to plant your own farm. I think that is
something we are trying to do here. You go from K-8 and that way you can stay one grade level
ahead from grade 2-8 if the curriculum is set in place, if all the learning environments and all the
tools, and the rigor and everything line up, you go ahead and actually set the table where you can
actually stay one grade level ahead and pushing those students from [grades] two through eight.
Now you can only do that if you grow your own farm. You can’t go back and get a sixth grader
from where K-5 does not have the foundation in order to get there. You can’t do it in two years.
You can’t do it from grades 6-8 if they do not have that foundation. However, if you grow your
own farm you can manage that. You can say let me go back to grade three look at the
benchmark and see if they met the benchmark. If they meet the benchmark, then we move on.
We advance that student. We give them a little bit more rigor. So now fourth grade work, third
grade level. That’s what the Sunshine State and the Common Core is all about. That is what it is
designed for. My thinking is that what is going to happen is that, especially in the public school
you will have teachers who just don’t have the time to sit down and say ‘OK, I’ve got to go
ahead and go back, drop back, just to move that student forward.’ It’s not going to work. It just
can’t work.”
The Researcher: “So, what I hear you saying is that you feel the curriculum can work but it just
depends on the model?”
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Mr. Donald: “Yes, exactly. It is how the curriculum is delivered. You have to create a model in
order to drive that curriculum. Until you create that model, which is hard to do in a publicschool setting where it is day after day ‘I am here today and I have to be there tomorrow and I
have to keep moving’ you will not have any success with the students.”
Ladson-Billings makes a distinction between the different conceptions of knowledge that is
applicable here. In the first place, knowledge that is based on the “assimilationist” model
emphasizes the teacher as being “detached, neutral about content” and teacher expectations of
students only to “demonstrate prerequisite skills” (2009:89).
On the other hand, knowledge that is based on a culturally relevant model emphasizes the
teacher as being “passionate about the content” and helping “students develop necessary skills”
(2009:89). The main challenge here is teaching a curriculum from a culturally relevant
perspective when students will be evaluated based on assimilationist and static assessment. This
contradiction reveals itself when students know certain behaviors will get them removed from an
environment they view as undesirable consciously engage in these behaviors just to accomplish
this goal, and leave administrators’ and teachers’ hands tied about the appropriate consequences
that should follow.
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On Inequitable Discipline
“A project minded individual, criminal tactics
Us black kids born with birth defects we hyperactive
Mentally sex-crazed, dysfunctional they describe us
They liars, at the end of the day, we fu*king survivors” --Nas

In 2014 Marilyn Williams, a Hillsborough County community activist, filed a complaint
to the Office of Civil Rights (OCR) against HCPS. The complaint outlined three specific ways
BMY are systematically excluded from HCPS schools. In this complaint, Williams criticized
high-stakes testing such as the Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT), disciplinary
measures, and the use of Title I funds to finance teacher professional development workshops
that taught the Culture of Poverty framework (see Chapter 1 above) propagated by conservative
school consultant Ruby Payne and others. These factors have been identified as the main culprits
that contribute to the production of educational exclusion of BMY in HCPS (Williams 2014).
More specifically, Williams feels that while HCPS “has a discipline policy that is neutral on its
face, data collected by the Advancement Project indicates otherwise. This data supports the
concern that disciplinary practices of schools in the district inflict harsh discipline on black
students at much higher rates than is inflicted on white and Hispanic students” (Williams
2014:3).
This complaint put HCPS back under the federal microscope and in the summer of 2014
the OCR began to investigate whether
1. The District discriminates against African-American students on the basis of race with respect to
the administration of discipline in noncompliance with Title VI which prohibits discrimination of

119

individuals on the basis of class, race and national origin in activities and/or programs receiving
federal funds. (US Department of Education: Office of Civil Rights accessed November 16,
2016)
2. The District discriminates against African-American students on the basis of race with respect to
the provision of effective teaching in noncompliance with Title VI.
A minority student task force was immediately formed in response to the OCR complaint
and served to help address the issue and develop solutions for the racial disparities in HCPS
discipline policies (Kourkounis 2015a). After several task force meetings, district wide solutions
were created. These solutions included:
1. Changing the language in the HCPS student handbook from punitive terms such as “offense” to
less punitive terms such as “incident” (Kourkounis 2015b).
2. Teachers and administrators need to get permission from their area superintendent to suspend a
student for more than ten days.
3. When a student is suspended, students are required to have action plans put in place when they
return to school.
4. Creation of professional development trainings and workshops for teachers that focus on
innovative ways to discipline students.
According to February 23, 2016 HCPS school board workshop session minutes published
on the HCPS website, racial disparities in discipline had declined and that the plan implemented
county-wide was a success. Specialists reported that while numbers for incident referrals were
still high regarding African Americans, 94 percent of students in HCPS have zero suspensions.
It is important to note that data for African American incident referrals were not broken down by
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gender and/or grade. This data means that more students are staying in school and it is assumed
they are not missing out on access to education.
However, teachers from the district complained that they do not receive enough support
when it comes to disciplining students. This meant that discipline measures became more of a
teacher issue than an administrative and/or overall school issue. According to a Tampa Bay
Times article, “Hillsborough schools suspend students but some teachers not celebrating”
(Dawson 2016). Teachers in the classroom say they are responsible for making sure that
behavioral problems are handled in the classroom and the number of discipline referrals must be
limited or else it will be factored into their annual evaluations, which ultimately impacts their
pay. Consider Mr. Donald’s experience with classroom management. Here, he reflects on how
much time, as a math teacher, he spends on managing the behavior of his students rather than
teaching the lesson of the day.
The Researcher: “How much time do you think you spend on classroom management versus
classroom instruction?”
Mr. Donald: “Percentage wise, probably about 30 percent, which is a lot. That is a lot of time.
You have a 60- minute class and you spend one-third of that time on classroom management.
That is 20 minutes per class you are spending on classroom management. If you spend 20
minutes a day on classroom management that is a waste of time. That’s a no-no in anything. If
you spend 20 minutes it’s wasted time on anything. That is unacceptable in any job. That
reminds me of when I was doing customer service they have a time where it was one minute and
97 seconds (1:97) per call. So, if you go three minutes or four minutes then that is unacceptable.
So here it works the same way with this classroom management thing. If you are spending more
than five minutes, that’s five minutes more than you should have to anyway. It is like we have
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to teach the students how to behave and then we can teach the curriculum. But it has to be done
because misbehavior in the classroom cannot be tolerated. That’s stressful. That’s very
stressful.”
The case for implementing equitable discipline measures is challenging for some mainly
because, often times, administrators and teachers do not realize they are disciplining students
unfairly (personal communication AIM Academy administrator August 2016). Where does AIM
Academy fit into this context?
According to Dr. Cole, “some main solutions for resolving problems of inequitable
discipline when it comes to black males is the demand at all levels for emotional honesty and the
systematic reducing of passive aggressive attitudes and behaviors by everyone within the
existing paradigms.” Dr. Cole believes that “not until everyone takes responsibilities for their
own decision making and non-decision making—while stopping to blame others, or by stopping
to blame circumstances, situations, conditions or the lack of them [BMY] having or not having
things, inequalities will remain a prevalent reality for black male youth and society as a whole.”
Or take AIM Academy's principal’s stance on implementing equitable discipline measures.
“You know it really starts at home. I think the problem is babies having babies and them not
knowing how to discipline their children. It is not how it was back when I was growing up. I
would have never even considered raised my voice to a teacher. Never even considered it!
Nowadays there is too much going on with social media and all of that. These new parents were
not disciplined like us, are not focused and they are passing these ideas on to their children.”
Resolving inequitable discipline will require administrators and teachers to understand cultural
backgrounds, ethnic and gender differences, and the identity of BMY and take these into
consideration when issuing consequences for bad behavior. In addition, if support systems were
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in place that help BMY feel valued and help them to feel that they are destined to be successful
in school, there is the possibility that bad behavior from BMY would decrease. This philosophy
on discipline is the foundation for AIM Academy’s student behavior management plan.
However, implementation is proven to be the most difficult part of this plan. One of the first
steps of starting this process is ensuring there is a student body who can respond to this type of
discipline.
The AIM Academy is in a unique position because unlike district schools, where most of
the time a school in the neighborhood of a student’s home must enroll this student even if the
student consistently disobeys school and classroom rules, AIM Academy, as a school of choice,
is allowed to have discretion regarding which students may enroll. The principal determines if
the student and their families will be a good fit for the overall school culture by reviewing
behavior history from previous schools, previous academic grades and test scores, and
interviewing the student and their families. If she deems them unfit for the AIM Academy
school environment, then the student will not be accepted (personal communication with AIM
Academy Principal December 2015).
This fact helps to keep discipline issues on campus to a minimum level. This does not
negate the fact that BMY and their families are coming from district schools, most of the time,
where perceptions, beliefs, and ideas about the institution of school have already been developed
and ingrained in their belief system.
According to published minutes from the February 23, 2016 HCPS school board
workshop session, parental involvement and support in schools remained a challenge.
Administrators felt that there was a lack of support from parents in the discipline conversation
and most of the time parents were not on the same page with administration when it came to
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discipline. These sentiments appear to contradict what Ms. Boris has observed and/or
experienced with her own son in the school district. Ms. Boris, mother of two BMY in HCPS,
expresses her frustration over the disparities in discipline she has observed and experienced with
her own son even after her attempts to be actively involved in his education. She prides herself
on being a parent involved in her sons’ schools and involved in their education, but felt that
sometimes she was not welcomed in the school learning environment and/or her voice was not
heard properly.
The Researcher: “What do you think are their top three challenges that you have observed in
HCPS?”
Ms. Boris: “Being a black male.”
The Researcher: “Anything more specific?”
Ms. Boris: “In some schools you see a lot of kids aren’t actually disciplined the same. Like just
recently I heard a conversation in the office that a student was choking another student but this
student didn’t get suspended. But Murphy can go back and forth verbally with somebody and he
gets suspended. So, within that it needs a lot of work so that everybody is on the page. If there
are rules everybody should follow the same rules so everybody should still get the same
discipline at the end of the day. As far as physically choking somebody that something that we
shouldn’t even still be sitting in school with. That is something that definitely should have been a
discipline and they felt that because the child seemed like they were hurt more of getting caught
or in trouble by telling the child's parent, that’s not a way of disciplining. They need to be
suspended or disciplined; like any other child. Don’t have special privileges for this child and the
other children are not treated the same. What is worse is that all of this will follow my child, no
matter what school he goes to.”
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According to Elissa Nadworny’s NPR article Keeping Black Men in Front of the Classroom
published October 20, 2015, there has been increased national attention and encouragement to
hire more black teachers and administrators, in particular black males, with the reasoning that
BMY need to see more black males in powerful positions in schools in order to increase
empowerment. Nadworny’s article points out that this move has had a positive impact, with all
students from different backgrounds able to achieve on tests at a higher rate than before. Mr.
Teague is also a strong advocate for diverse teachers in the classroom. When asked his thoughts
regarding solutions in resolving the problem of inequitable discipline, his response was:
Mr. Teague: “I think another element of this is that people don’t ever think about the need for
black male role models for white kids. It is another type of discipline. I used to say I don’t want
their first experience taking direction from a black man to be when they come to work for me.
So, it’s not just about what our kids need to see. I think it’s something that is valuable for cross
culture so point being sensitivity and understanding the dynamics of race and culture is important
for teachers. It’s important to provide them with opportunity to learn more than just one hour of
professional development in the beginning of the year. I think that the misconception is that that
it's only important for white teachers and I think it's important for all teachers and yes, including
minority teachers.”
At the same time, this move does not mean that black teachers’ and administrators’
thoughts, behaviors, and words did not and do not inadvertently encourage educational exclusion
among BMY. As previously mentioned, black males are hired as administrators and teachers but
are pushed into roles where they are the major disciplinarians of the school (personal
communication AIM Academy assistant principal August 2016). While this move contributes to
the high turnover rate of many black males in the teaching professions, those who choose to stay
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are often left feeling bitter, questioning the whole educational system, and/or using their position
of power to truly exercise their right to discipline and teach the students, especially black males,
how to act as a man (Strauss 2015).
Consider an incident that happened during breakfast time in the cafeteria between the
new assistant principal for the 2016-2017 school year and a new first grade BMY who had just
entered his first year in an American school from Congo. The first graders had just received
their breakfast and were sitting down to eat. The BMY picked at his food for a bit, became
uninterested in the food and started to play with the cafeteria stool instead. First, he tried to turn
it right, then he tried to turn it left. After realizing it would not move, he tried to lift it up. At
this time, the assistant principal and I were discussing school business as we were both watching
the student.
AP: “Ms. Fairweather, is that the new student from Congo?”
The Researcher: “Yes, I think him and his sister’s first day of school was yesterday. We
enrolled them in the ELL program because the parents marked French as their home language on
the school application.”
All of a sudden, the AP bellowed at the BMY and ordered him to leave his seat and come to him.
AP (yelling): “Why are trying to break the lunchroom seat? I see you trying to lift it up! Is that
what you do at home son?”
The boy just looked at him sheepishly.
AP (still yelling): “What is your name son?”
The boy responded softly, but neither the AP or I understood him. I asked the boy to spell his
name. He responded with “D-E-L-L.”
AP: “Dell, okay Dell, Do you speak French?”
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The boy shook his head no. This time looking scared.
The AP warned him not to play with the cafeteria stool again and ordered him back to his seat.
I asked the AP if it was really necessary for him to yell at the boy like that. He responded with
“You women are too soft on these young black boys and they need to learn how to respect school
property.”
I bring this incident to the reader’s attention to demonstrate how masculinity, power, and
discipline are all intertwined in the managing of BMY behavior. While the AP had previously
expressed his frustration with always being put in a disciplinarian position at previous schools in
which he worked, he had somehow abruptly transformed into said disciplinarian role in his
current position.
There are a couple of perspectives that can be used to describe this incident and how this
may also contribute to the production of exclusion. In the first place, the AP’s definition of
masculinity and ideas about encouraging masculinity in boys initiated his behavior towards the
BMY in this vignette. When asked how he would describe masculinity, the AP responded with:
AP: “Masculinity can be defined as being a ‘man.’ Black boys are sometimes placed in the role
of masculinity before they have the mental, emotional or physical maturity to handle this role. As
a result of the masculine mentality, BMY struggle with authority, respect for women, and are
unable to establish good relationships.”
At the same time, he also felt that masculinity should emphasize how well a man can humble
himself and respond to authority as demonstrated by his interaction with the BMY in the
lunchroom.
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From my observations in AIM Academy there have been several different methods and (often
contradictory) ideas behind what makes a “real man.” Take, for example, AIM Academy board
member, Dr. Cole, and his perspective on this issue.
The Researcher: “What are some other elements you think are not as effective in Hillsborough
county public schools when it comes to educating BMY.”
Dr. Cole: “Today I have a number of teachers who I have confronted them about them saying
‘You need to get yours’ to black kids, especially young black males. And some of our teachers,
especially black teachers themselves, have the worst perception, attitude, behaviors and actions
towards young black male than their white counterparts. So, we have a serious problem and that
is due to the fact that the system, the very racist system, handpicked a certain kind of black folks
who are accommodating and who are going to represent those kinds of values that are
counterproductive to the inspiration aspirations of young black males.”
The Researcher: “OK. So, what advice would you offer to BMY who have been excluded here in
Hillsborough County?
Dr. Cole: “I will tell them to understand that no one owes them anything! They owe everything
to themselves. I encourage them to stop whining and complaining and realize it was pure hell for
most black males who came before them during the so-called desegregation period or separate
but equal marginalization period, and despite such heavy odds and blood brought prices many
black males paid for their present opportunities. They too must pass the baton along to the next
person in line as it was passed to them. I will remind them that no one will do for them what
they must first be committed to do for themselves, and they should not ever expect others to do
for them what they can and must do for themselves.”

128

Another perspective to consider when describing inequitable discipline is the climate of
the school environment. When working in a school, policies and procedure guide the behavior
of administrators, faculty and staff employed at the school. However, when school personnel
cannot manage their emotions a conflict among other stakeholders, such as parents, can arise.
With this factor in mind, we must consider the role of a teacher’s disposition in the production of
educational exclusion among BMY as it relates to discipline. I found that alongside the
educational baggage many BMY bring with them to secondary school, politics and emotions
among AIM Academy board members, administrators, faculty and staff are also associated with
the production of educational exclusion among BMY.
Charter schools are also public schools and are thus similarly funded. However, unlike
traditional public schools, charter schools do not have the same access to resources and services
as traditional schools. This means that charter school board members must be active in
generating their own funding from various sources including community fundraisers,
sponsorship from businesses, grants, and community partnerships. In addition, many charter
schools are also heavily reliant on student enrollment as a main source of funding from the state.
The AIM Academy falls into this category. The main disadvantage in the heavy reliance on
student enrollment is that AIM Academy teacher and administrator salaries are most likely to
change throughout the year depending on the school’s ability to secure and maintain enrollment
of students.
This means that AIM Academy employees are not HCPS employees and are not paid by
the district. It is important to make the distinction between privatized and independently
operated schools. When a school is privatized, they charge tuition to families and they are
allowed to use their own academic standards because they do not take public funds. The AIM
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Academy struggled for five years to pay their teachers their set salary consistently. By the 20142015 school year, it had become obvious that the school was in financial trouble, mostly due to
rent, overdue bills, low student enrollment, and a lack of other funding sources to maintain the
upkeep of the school.
According to minutes from an AIM Academy school board meeting held on May 20,
2015, many charter schools in HCPS are operated by a management company that is responsible
for providing benefits, supports, resources, and payroll to employees. This assertion was made
to encourage the AIM Academy board to actively scout for and vote for a management company
to help the school meet their financial obligations.
For the first time since its opening in 2003, AIM Academy decided to use a management
company called Charter Company (pseudonym) for the 2015-2016 school year. The main reason
for this merger was twofold. Charter Company, who manages numerous charter schools around
the United States, wanted to get their foot in and establish itself in the State of Florida in order to
open its own charter schools, and AIM Academy needed additional support, services and
resources in order to fulfill its vision of expanding the school. However, this merger was shortlived mostly due to disagreements in who would have full control and authority over the school’s
culture. The management company wanted full authority over AIM Academy’s curriculum,
professional development, and hiring of teachers, while the AIM Academy school board wanted
to maintain its autonomy in these areas.
Due to a contract that was severed between the school and Charter Company, the school
could not afford to pay their employees the same amount as the management company paid and
instead of cutting positions decided to cut pay. At a faculty meeting held on December 18, 2015,
it was announced that all teachers and staff would receive pay cuts, starting at 10 percent of their
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annual pay, at the beginning of the 2016 in addition to losing their benefits offered by Charter
Company. With these politics impacting the operations of AIM, teacher pay, and facilities, how
does one expect teachers to perform and interact with the students? We cannot separate these
elements.
Once it was announced that teachers would receive a pay cut at the beginning of the new
year, there were plenty of grumbles and venting that occurred within the lunchroom and/or at
teacher meetings. Teacher morale started to decline and many just began to do the bare
minimum. The rigor and creativity in lesson plans began to decline and instruction was reduced
to worksheets and lectures. Student incident referrals increased and I was sometimes even called
to the classrooms to remove a student and place them in my own classroom as a “time-out.”
These incident referrals ranged from “disrespecting a teacher,” to “not following classroom rules,
to “willful disobedience.” This is not to say that the school became out of control, rather
teachers, and in some cases administrators, began to use Draconian measures in certain areas in
order to maintain control (personal communication with Aim Academy teacher January 2016).
Table 7: Comparisons of AIM Academy Incident Referrals to the Office
AIM Incident Referrals
Females
Males
Total

August-December 2015
4
14
18

January-May 2016
8
23
31

During this tumultuous time, I observed other ways exclusion is produced on several
different occasions. One way BMY are excluded from their learning environment is by removal
from the classroom. This happens frequently when a BMY is viewed as being “willfully
disobedient,” a term commonly used by administrators to describe deliberate disrespectful
behavior of students. However disrespectful behavior is a relative phrase, meaning it may mean
something different depending on the person.
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One Tuesday morning in a 6th-grade class, students were reminded to take out something
to write with and to begin the “bell work” assignment on the board as the teacher did attendance.
Bell work assignments are assignments to be completed by the end of the tardy bell. This
assignment is usually a quick review of the previous lesson, or a reflection question about the
previous night’s homework assignment. Administrators usually encourage this type of
assignment for classroom teachers as a way to get students on task and focused on learning as
soon as they enter the classroom. For the most part, all students began to follow the teacher’s
instructions. I observed Murphy working on another assignment. I could not see exactly what it
was, but it had to be something important to him because he was writing with intention. “What
are you doing?” The black female teacher questioned him from her desk. Murphy glanced up
from his paper. “The principal told me I needed to complete this assignment for her by today.”
He looked back down and continued to work on his task. “Well you should have finished that
last night at home! Put it away and do what I told you to do!” Murphy did not respond. Instead
he continued to do what he was doing. The teacher became infuriated. “Did you hear me? I told
you to put that away and to get started with the bell work!” Murphy looked up again “I told you
the principal said she wanted me to have this finished by today.” By this time, the teacher was
walking towards the student and I could see she was getting angry. “I am going to write you a
referral for not following instructions and for going word for word with me!” This threat did not
seem to bother him. He simply kept restating what he had said in the beginning “The principal
told me I needed to complete this by today.” Murphy was written up and sent to the principal’s
office for “willful disobedience.” Therefore, he was excluded from the learning environment
and activities.
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Incidents like these happen frequently and sometimes it is a challenge to determine
whether the student was willfully disobedient or if the teacher overreacted. At the end of the day,
however, at AIM Academy, consequences are usually in favor of the teacher, who is the
authoritative figure in the classroom (personal communication with AIM Academy principal
January 2016). Afterwards I spoke with Murphy to try and get deeper understanding of his
perspective about the incident. Once again, he stated that the principal had given him an
assignment to complete because he had misbehaved at school the previous day. He went on to
explain that he did not have time to complete the assignment the night before because he was
helping his pregnant mother take care of his little brother. He believed that the principal’s
assignment was higher on his priority list rather than bell work given by a teacher. His mother
was called to pick him up this day partly due to the incident, and mostly because he has
consistently gotten into trouble in the past with several teachers at AIM.
I do not want to portray the image of BMY as victims or that they are constantly being
singled out with no fault of their own. I have observed cases where BMY choices had a direct
influence on the consequences that are given to them. For instance, from my observations in the
classroom and the front office, I have witnessed BMY not following the rules of the school or
classroom. For example, not being in uniform, talking back to an administrator, not tucking in
one’s shirt, not disturbing the classroom, and so forth are all common rules enforced throughout
the school. Here, I see exclusion being produced by both BMY choices and actions that are
based on previous experiences with teachers and administrators in other schools, as well as the
attitudes and behaviors of teachers and administrators.
One Wednesday afternoon in a 7th-grade elective class students were reviewing concepts
taught from the previous week in order to prepare for a test. Jonathan, Patrick, and Ferguson
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were all in the same class. Some of the students were working on review problems but there
were a handful of students who were clearly not focused on the task. A BMY, one who also was
identified as being a good friend of Jonathan, began to argue with another student, playfully at
first, about a pencil.
Teacher: “Why can’t you be more like your brothers? They do all of their work and I never have
any problems from them. What is wrong with you?”
In response, the BMY glared at the teacher and then put his head down. He refused to complete
his work and went as far as to throw his paper on the ground.
Teacher: “Now you better pick up your work and get started or you are going to get a referral.”
By this time, several students were laughing and instigating the scene, waiting to see what would
happen next. All attention was taken from the classroom task and was replaced by this now
perceived classroom drama. The student quietly picked up his paper, but then slumped in his
seat. Jonathan made a comment to him and his response was a loud “Shut Up.” The teacher
became angry and sent the other student out of the classroom with a referral to the office.
All teachers and administrators acknowledge the importance of educating the students
and providing them with opportunities to learn, but were not consciously aware of when they
participated in the production of exclusion among BMY. Even as I worked in the classroom, I
had to check myself when it came time to disciplining students. I found myself ordering a
student to move their desk to the back of the room, having them work alone on a task instead of
with their cooperative learning groups, and, if they truly got on my nerves, sending them to the
administrative office with a referral. Often times, excluding the problem student from the group
would be the most effective way to maintaining control in the classroom and managing activities.
All of the adult professionals, myself included, had to constantly negotiate this tension of
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facilitating the engaged learning experience of all students and managing classroom behavior
without excluding problem students.
All the adults interviewed genuinely showed concern about the present and future
conditions of BMY, but at the same time had a difficult time acknowledging their own role in the
exclusion of BMY. When asked about how they discipline BMY in their own classroom, many
hesitated, showed some shame or regret, and/or acknowledge that they could have done a little
better in disciplining problem students without excluding.
The Researcher: “So how do you see your ideal school because you were a teacher in a
classroom, so how did you handle exclusion?”
Mr. Teague: “Well my approach was – I’ll probably get dinged for this – I looked at teaching
like I looked at coaching. A great coach is great because they are able to identify the strengths
and weaknesses of their team members and what motivates them and doesn’t motivate them as
individuals and tap into each of them. So, as a teacher what I think made me successful was I
got to know my kids I got to know what motivated them. One, you could yell at him all day long
and it wouldn't have an impact but if you pat him on the back and say ‘I know you can do better
than that’ that will send them to the roof. Another kid you might have to get in their face and
say ‘I know that you can do better than this.’ Raising your voice might motivate one and another
kid not so much. So, for my experience watching great coaches I realized that that is an
important factor to be able to connect with the kids that are in my classroom so I was able to
include them. It’s like an art, a scientific art or you’re conducting a symphony orchestra because
over here you’re tweaking this by a kind word over here and I’m challenging somebody by
appealing to their conscience and turns off whether or not they did their best. So, I was able to
keep all of my kids involved and engaged as much as possible. There were times when you had

135

to send somebody outside the room and you had to say you need to think about what you said or
did. I drew a line in my classroom this is what I learned from my mom when you cross that
threshold in my classroom this is a whole other world, what you do out there, when you cross
this line you don’t behave any kind of way. I felt bad for the other teachers because once they
crossed outside I was giving them a license to be but in my classroom, they understood that when
they cross that threshold they had a whole different persona. Even to the point where I had them
take their coats and walk outside the classroom and when you come in you take your coat off
you’re a different person and I expect you to act that way. Your coat represents whatever you
had outside that threshold and you take that off when you come in here and everybody has an
opportunity and everybody is valued.”
Among the education professionals at AIM, I also noticed some important themes related
to patterns of educational exclusion. I have observed administrators and faculty members so
involved in the politics of the school that important details of educating students became
invisible. On some occasions, when I walked into a teacher’s classroom for support facilitation,
some teachers were not engaging the students at all. They worked behind their desk and let the
students either do book work or work in small groups on a task where the objective of the task
was not completely understood or even known. Opportunities for engaged learning for all
students would decrease while at the same time, opportunities to mentor students and/or help
them to become empowered to learn were never realized.
One of the reasons for this is some educators have their own personal issues, such as
income, family problems, and issues with their own children, that sometimes it is challenge to
focus on a student’s personal issue. One AIM Academy teacher stated that it was difficult for
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her to focus on the student’s needs when her own financial and livelihood needs were not being
met (personal communication with an AIM Academy sixth grade teacher November 2015).
One time I walked into a seventh-grade classroom prepared to do some observations for
the day. I was surprised to see the teacher sitting behind her desk. She is usually in front of the
room or circulating the room engaging students for the entire 50 minutes. The students sat in
their desks, somewhat quiet. Some seemed to be engaged with a book they were reading while
others had their head down on the desk, not hiding that they were sleepy and bored.
The Researcher: “Good morning, Ms. C. I am here to day to do some peer observations.
Everything OK?”
Teacher: “Everything is good. I just have the students doing silent reading today. There is not
much going on.”
The Researcher: “Okay, well I will just sit and observe for a while and go back to my room. Are
they doing any special activity for their silent reading books?”
She did not look pleased at what I asked.
Teacher: “No, they are just to read silently.”
I sat in a nearby desk and watched the students. Jonathan was in the class, looking clearly
annoyed. He kept turning the book from front to back. I looked back to the teacher to see if she
would address the problem. She was looking at her phone.
Teacher: “Ms. Fairweather, do you know if we are going to get paid this Friday?”
I shrugged my shoulders because I really didn’t know when or even if we were getting paid.
Under Charter Company, the AIM Academy employee annual salaries were broken up
for either a 10-month pay option or a 12-month pay option, depending on whether the teacher
and administrator requested summer pay. With this schedule, teachers and administrators were
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paid biweekly. However, when the contract was severed between AIM Academy and the
management company, the pay schedule changed. This meant that instead of getting paid
biweekly, teachers’ salaries were broken up so they would receive pay twice a month. The
problem would arise when there were five weeks in a month and AIM Academy school had to
pay teachers three times a month instead of twice a month. According to AIM Academy
principal, the school budget would be thrown off with this occurrence. As a result, the pay
calendar, posted at the beginning of the 2015-2016 school year, was no longer valid and needed
to be modified, and many teachers were not clear about the new pay dates.
According to Michelle Fine “The disempowered teacher may help to produce the
disempowered student who, more often than not, in city schools, drop out” (1991:16). It is
important to consider how a teacher’s mental and emotional hygiene relates to the production of
educational exclusion among BMY. If a teacher is feeling frustrated, they may help to produce
frustrated students. If a teacher is feeling fear and pressure, they may help to produce students
filled with fear and feelings of pressure. If a teacher does not feel valued, they may produce
students who lack self-worth. Here, I experienced the teacher’s energy being directed from her
role in the student’s learning experience as a facilitator of knowledge towards her financial
situation. Once teachers discovered that their pay and even benefits would be cut, their ability to
empower students began to fade.
It is important to describe the perspectives of teachers in the classroom because they are
in contact with the child just as much as the parent and are the professionals who are guiding
students to their future careers. My intention was not to show any administrator or teacher in a
negative light, but to describe some real-life interactions that administrators and teachers face on
a daily basis.

138

Shifting Paradigms
In the beginning of the 2016-2017 school year, the AIM Academy principal announced
that the board and administrative team had voted to change the school slogan from “Where the
Shining Legacy Continues” to “Providing a Unified School Community where Education
Matters.” The reasoning behind this is to encourage AIM Academy students to not take
education for granted, not to think that getting an education is all in vain, and, more importantly,
to want to do their best. This slogan change was also to motivate and inspire teachers to pay
more attention, become more passionate about the subject they teach, and develop a higher-level
consciousness about their teaching practice. The AIM Academy principal expressed to me on
several occasions that she would like to hire a “scientist” to teach science to students and a
“mathematician” to teach math to students. Both the AIM Academy school board members and
the principal began actively trying to change the way the school operated by systematically
institutionalizing their core beliefs. These efforts included the creation of teacher clinics to
provide professional development that required teachers to think critically about their practice
and develop their practice in ways where learning becomes more meaningful to students, a
collaboration with local universities so that AIM Academy teachers could stay up to date on the
latest research, and required readings and discussions for teachers so that teachers would be able
to develop a true professional learning community. However, it is a challenge to do this in an
educational system whose mission and value system is based on assimilationist and achievement
ideology that is not in alignment with the realities, conditions and circumstances of the real
occurrences at AIM Academy.
While AIM Academy is part of the HCSD and must abide by the FLDOE measures and
standards of success, the AIM Academy administrative team would also like to focus on the
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social-emotional well-being of their students. They feel that some emphases on both academic
progress and social-emotional progress helps the student to become global and creative thinkers
who contribute to the good of society (personal communication with AIM Academy principal
and assistant principal February 2017). The principal has expressed to me several times that she
would eventually either like to make the school private, or collaborate with other charter schools
in HCSD to create a “charter school district,” in order to have more time to develop effective
educators and the freedom to educate children based on their own needs rather than the needs of
the system.
To implement this shifting paradigm, the current AIM Academy assistant principal
emphasized that what was called the “culture” of the school was something that needed to be
created and enforced in order for the school to grow. From his perspective, regardless of an
individual’s background, once they step foot onto the AIM Academy campus, they must abide by
AIM Academy rules, procedures, routines, and language. This “culture” was to not only extend
to students and their families; teachers would also be required to embrace the culture of the
school. The AIM Academy assistant principal would like to eventually use the title of
“professors” rather than “teachers” and labelling students as “scholars” rather than “students.”
The idea was that the language would help to create a culture of learning at AIM Academy and
produce identities of both students and teachers associated with learning (personal
communication with AIM Academy assistant principal October 2016).
Realizing that scholars enter secondary school without the prerequisite knowledge and
behaviors designed for academic success, the AIM Academy school board and administration
team pushed for the opening of K-4 for the 2016-2017 school year. Younger age groups were
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added to the school to ensure that a scholar will “grow up” in the school and learn the standards
they need to learn in order to keep achieving in the system.
If the AIM Academy faculty, students, and families must first and foremost be loyal to
the culture of a school, then it is important for the school culture developers to take into
consideration the type of individuals they are inviting to the school. This is where applied
cultural anthropology, as a human, social, and cultural science, can assist in this development. In
order to provide insight into the development of a school culture, it is important to have a theory
and/or framework that will be used as a foundation for growth and progress.
Concluding Remarks
“I think that part of the ethnographer’s voice is to give some sense of different lifestyles to
people who either do not know about them, or who are so bogged down in their own stereotypes
that they do not understand them.” --Agar (1980:26-27).

Initially, I did not plan to include the voice of the educator or the administrator in the
overall ethnography. I wanted to focus exclusively on the BMY voice and perspective for this
research, with the assumption that we often hear too much about what adults think about the
educational experiences of BMY. However, after conducting some preliminary research, I found
that it is absolutely critical to include the voices, belief systems, and actions of educators and
administrators. According to anthropologist Michael H. Agar, “the goal (of ethnography) should
serve to test our understanding and invite group members to comment if we are wrong”
(1980:79). To test my full understanding of the production of educational exclusion, it was
necessary to collect enough information, from various levels, and provide a full account of the
phenomenon.
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In “Framing Dropouts” Sociologist Michelle Fine argues that “teachers in public schools
are disciplined, constrained, and disempowered” (1991:224). I would also reason that teachers,
presented in this research, are determined, passionate, and idealistic. The interaction of this
complex, contradictory identity with social structural forces were found to contribute to the
production of exclusion in AIM Academy. On one level, the section revealed the interactions of
social structural constraints (e.g. high-stakes testing, curriculum, testing calendar, fiscal control),
with the responses of educators and administrators to these constraints and the effects these
interactions had on the learning environments and the production of exclusion of BMY. On a
different level, this section of the ethnography also revealed the production of exclusion as the
effect of educators’ and administrators’ unexamined and invisible assumptions on BMY
identities and practices.
For all the social forces identified in the literature review, this section of the ethnography
points to the impact the culture of poverty framework has on the internal conditions (e.g. attitude,
self-esteem, beliefs, mental health, emotional health) of the individuals (administrators, teachers,
BMY) in AIM Academy. For the most part, the State exerts authority over the academic
standards of AIM Academy, leaving the behavioral management authority to the school. While
not explicitly stated, but directly observed, behavior management is considered to be an
individual problem, not collective. If BMY misbehave it must mean that they never learned at
home, they lack self-control, or they were missing a black male father-figure role model resulting
in a black male figure at the school assuming this position for guidance. Or if misbehavior
occurs in the classroom, the teacher lacks the classroom management skills necessary to maintain
order. These assumptions are never critically analyzed, questioned, nor reflected on, rather they
are played out in the community of practice and accepted as given truths. What we have here are
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preconceived notions about what it means to be a functional and successful black male based off
a political legitimized definition of what a black male is not, interacting with the unconnected
expectations and standards by the State and the ambiguous role of teachers and administrators in
the learning environment.
At a deeper level, the culture of poverty framework has manifested itself into various
forms and exists on various levels in schools. This time, instead of blatantly blaming the family
structure, gender, ethnicity and social class for an individual’s unsuccessful habits, the newer
trend of thought focuses on blaming the overall circumstances and conditions of the learning
environment and all parties in that environment. This does not mean ideas and stereotypes about
being poor, black, or male from a single-parent household have gone away. This just means that
these stereotypes are so deeply ingrained that administrators and educators may not even realize
they are making decisions and operating from this foundation. The end result is exclusion, no
matter the intentions of administrators and educators.
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CHAPTER SIX:
THE ETHNOGRAPHY OF EXCLUSION

“If a flower bloomed in a dark room, would you trust it”? -- Kendrick Lamar
“Children can't achieve unless we raise their expectations and turn off the television sets and
eradicate the slander that says a black youth with a book is ‘acting white’”. --Barack Obama,
2004

The Ethnography of Exclusion
The ethnography that follows reveals several social forces that were found to contribute to
the production of exclusion among BMY. As we shall see, these social forces are those that are
identified in the existing literature on school exclusion in anthropology and social theory. These
social forces include:
1. Masculinity and Ethnicity
2. Self-Exclusion and Peer Interactions
3. Social Class and Home Environment
4. Social Structural Forces
5. BMY Perspectives of Teachers: Ideological Influences
As we will see, educational exclusion is co-produced from interacting social forces as BMY
themselves impact and interact within the learning environment. As we will discover, educators,
administrators, BMY and their families all play a role in the process of excluding BMY from the
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learning environment. At the same time, policies, procedures, peer interactions, and practices of
all kinds are important subtleties which should not be ignored or overlooked in the production of
educational exclusion. The following section of this study will explore and describe the BMY
general experience of being black, male, and poor in a State institution such as school.
BMY Perspectives on Masculinity and Ethnicity
The beginning of the school year is a time when parents and students get familiar with the
school, teachers, and administrators. This is sometimes a trying time for all AIM Academy
stakeholders involved because everyone has different personalities and experiences that they
bring to an educational environment. Almost immediately I observed the role masculinity and
ethnicity play in the education of BMY.
The official AIM Academy open house for the 2015-2016 school year took place in
August 2015. Here, families were (re)introduced to faculty, staff, and administrators, the
school’s policies and procedures were introduced, and expectations of students and their families
were explained. Afterwards, families were encouraged to visit the individual classroom of
teachers in order to get a better understanding of the learning environment. As the ESE
specialist, I was expected to make contact with those families who had children with special
needs. I also used this time to begin my recruitment for BMY participants.
While I was organizing my classroom for visitors, a woman and a young male walked through
the door. It is important to note here that some of these quotes are not verbatim. As soon as this
situation was completed, I documented what I could recall from memory.
Mother: “Ms. Fairweather? I was told to come and speak to you about my son, Patrick. He has
a 504 Plan and ADHD, and I was told you would be working with my son.”
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The Researcher: “Yes, ma’am. I’m Ms. Fairweather. Nice to meet you. Yes, I will be working
with your son, but I will mostly be responsible for ensuring that his accommodations and
services are communicated to his teachers and implemented by his teachers. Ultimately, it is the
responsibility of your son and the teachers to make sure that his accommodations are met.”
Mother: “OK, well I just wanted to be clear and make a formal introduction. Patrick, come
here.”
Patrick: (Comes over to me and looks down at my toes.) “I like the purple color on your toes.
That’s my favorite color.”
We all laughed, and it was right then that I began to pay more attention to this young man. He
stood tall in stature, and his feet were in a fifth position ballerina stance, the most difficult stance
for a ballerina to learn.
Mother: “Well, I have something that I want to say. Just a few minutes ago, we met the
Assistant Principal, Mr. Bolt. and he told Patrick sternly to ‘Stand like a man.’ I understood
what he meant, and I am thankful that he corrected him. Patrick needs to learn how to be a man,
and your assistant principal offered to help me. I am concerned about how this made Patrick
feel, and I was wondering if you could help me with that. Patrick has been through a lot; he is
very talented and creative, but struggles in school. I find that he is also misunderstood.”
This introduction gave me an entrée to consider Patrick for my research. At the same time, I
wanted to speak with Mr. Bolt to understand his administrative perspective about gender identity
and male students.
Towards the end of the night, I was able to speak with Mr. Bolt one-on-one. This informal
conversation shed some light into what I could possibly expect from him and his interaction with
BMY for the rest of the school year.
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The Researcher: “Hello, Mr. Bolt. I was never really formally introduced to you. I am Ms.
Fairweather, the ESE Specialist. I am primarily responsible for assisting students with learning
disabilities and providing them with supports and services for them to make academic progress.
Can I speak with you briefly?”
Although I had been employed by AIM Academy for five years, this was the AP’s first year at
the school. Mr. Bolt was in his late 20’s, short in stature, and a black man.
Mr. Bolt: “Sure.”
The Researcher: “Well, I just spoke with Patrick and his mother. Patrick is the seventh-grade
student, tall, with twisted dreads in his hair. I think he was wearing a purple shirt.”
Mr. Bolt nodded to show he understood.
The Researcher: “His mother expressed gratitude that you have offered to help teach her son
how to be a man. I just wanted to get a better understanding of what happened to lead you to this
point of offering your help in this way.”
Mr. Bolt: “When they came to speak to me, I noticed the way her son was standing. It was very
feminine. I told him he needed to stand up straight, like a man.

I find these black boys need to

be taught how to be a man from a black man. They do not have male figures in their life, and it
is my job as an administrator to teach them how to be a man.”
As a result of this interaction, I asked myself what was the responsibility of a black male
administrator in influencing the BMY educational experience? What role are these
administrators supposed to play in the lives of BMY? More importantly, what are some
boundaries, if any, that need to be created between black male administrators’ thoughts and
beliefs about identity and BMY thoughts and beliefs about identity? These questions might help,
I thought, not only the administrators to become conscious of their own definition of masculinity
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and manhood, but they might also help these same administrators become conscious of how they
articulate and help cultivate masculinity among BMY. I also wanted to know how BMY feel
about masculinity and their own identity.
In early February 2016, Mr. Bolt announced that he was hosting an all-boys assembly.
All 90 boys were expected to attend. Out of curiosity I walked into the meeting and Mr. Bolt
quickly told me that this meeting was for boys only and I was not allowed to stay. My antennae
rose even more as I left and I vowed to meet with some of my BMY participants to gather some
insight into what this meeting was about. Nevertheless, the first time I heard some details about
the all-boys meeting was from Mr. Bolt during a faculty meeting.
Mr. Bolt: “I have had some complaints from parents about the all-boys meeting I held. Some
wanted me to get permission from them before the meeting was held and wanted an agenda.”
Mr. Bolt looked around the room and continued.
Mr. Bolt: “The next time I hold this meeting, their boys can go ahead and sit with the girls then.
All I am doing is teaching these boys some discipline and how to carry themselves like a man.”
Most of the teachers in the meeting appeared to agree with his statements. This motivated me to
want to speak with BMY participants to understand their perspective about the assembly. Mr.
Bolt did not go into detail about the topics that were discussed. However, as a mother of a BMY
and as an educator, I couldn’t help feeling that this type of assembly was unethical and may have
even been illegal.
The following day I was able to speak with Jonathan and Patrick. It was important to
follow up with them and understand what they heard at the all-boys meeting.
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The Researcher: “OK, young men, I wanted to ask you guys some follow up questions about the
all-boys meeting that you attended. Remember the research that I am doing; it has a lot to do
with the topic?”
Jonathan: “Yeah, we cannot do that.”
Patrick: “Yeah, that’s kind of classified.”
The Researcher: “Why?”
Jonathan: “Mr. Bolt told us not to say anything just to anybody.”
Patrick: “She wants a summary from what I learned.”
The Researcher: “That’s it. He told you specifically not to talk to me?”
Jonathan: “No, he just said like do not talk about it.”
I became immediately concerned again. I thought: “What kind of adult education professional
would tell these young men, with impressionable minds, not to share what they have learned
with someone they trust?” Even more, I thought, “If the topics were appropriate, why wouldn’t
these young men be able to at least feel comfortable speaking to their parents about the topics
discussed in the meeting?” I was secretly wondering how often this experience happened to
BMY in school where an adult professional directly told them not to share what they are
experiencing in school with other adults in their lives. I continued to speak with the young men.
The Researcher: “What did you learn that was different? How did it help you in terms of how
you see yourself as a man? As a boy? Did it help change your opinion about what kind of man
you want to be?”
Jonathan: “Yes, ma’am. You want me to tell you how?”
The Researcher: “Sure.”
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Jonathan: “Because he had told us, men do not get emotional; they are logical and deal with
situations the proper way.”
Patrick: “It’s just myths. They are myths.”
At this point it is necessary to note that Mr. Bolt did not receive formal permission from
the principal to host an assembly featuring these kinds of topics. In addition, I never got a
chance to formally interview Mr. Bolt to delve further into his ideas about education and
masculinity. His service to AIM Academy was short lived and he was asked to resign two
months after the all-boys meeting for violating the Principles of Professional Conduct for the
Education Profession in Florida, as outlined in AIM Academy Employee Handbook (personal
communication with AIM Academy principal April 2016).
A follow up interview with Mr. Donald, after Mr. Bolt left AIM Academy, revealed that
Mr. Bolt lectured BMY on being masculine by pointing out that men do not get emotional like
women. He emphasized that men are more logical, think from their brains, and do not overreact
in different situations. After conducting follow-up recorded interviews with all BMY
participants, I found that they did not fully accept all the themes Mr. Bolt discussed in the
assembly. One key theme that appeared to hold confusion with some BMY participants was how
Mr. Bolt tied in masculinity, sexuality, and race.
Patrick and Jonathan continued:
Patrick: “I felt weird while he was talking because like he was talking about homosexual people
and he said that.... What did he say again? He said they [homosexuals] came from Europe and
like some people just like choose to be like that.”
Jonathan: “You want me to help you because I know exactly what he was saying.”
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Patrick: “Yeah like he said that people choose to be homosexual. But I think it’s something they
are born with. I mean like but you can’t like hide who you really are.”
Jonathan: “Well, he was trying to say, you know he always… he always trying to talk about
slavery like every day. Ooh blah blah blah slavery, he [the white man] slaved us. So, he said
white men will always try to blame something on somebody.
Patrick: “Oh, and he said our names are slavery.”
Jonathan: “So, he said in United States all white men are from Europe. He said Europe was first
like it was in history the first document of homosexual people. He said black people would never
be homosexuals until we came over from the Europe (ans), so they tried to tie us with slavery
and somehow, he managed to do it. He said if you go back to Africa you won’t find any trace of
homosexuals, but if you go to Europe, …
Patrick: “I learned that the pig is unhealthy. Just like I already knew that pig carries poisons, but
I didn't really know how, they do not have a digestive system so basically like they eat their own
poop. So basically, we kind of eating pig poop yeah.”
Jonathan: “Exactly, we eating the animal that eats itself basically and it is a homosexual animal.
The impurities in its body makes man to become homosexual. Mr. Bolt said it was scientifically
proven. And that's what he thinks, that's why he says majority of homosexual men he said it is
because of the food that they eat.”
The Researcher: “Do you agree with that?”
Jonathan: “No.”
The Researcher: “Do you have anything to add? Is there anything you feel like Mr. Bolt should
have talked about in the meeting that he didn’t?”
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Jonathan: “Yes, because he mainly only talked about girls. He could have talked about many
things like why do men feel like they are better than the females? Because I do not like that.
When a person, a male be like, ‘oh yeah that's a female, she can’t do it.’ A female can do
anything you can do, because God, He made us equal. He didn't give a man any other special
abilities than a girl. So that's why I feel likely it's an issue...”
Patrick: “What Mr. Bolt was saying was a man has more power than the women. He said men
are stronger, that they should be the head of everything and like...”
Jonathan: “Mr. Bolt was saying if you move, like if you got a girlfriend and she moves into your
house, do not feel like the girl is in charge. Because I know, not to be racist about some black
women, but they think they run everything. He was telling us to let them be in charge of
everything, you are a man, and he was like it's our nature to be a leader.”
The Researcher: “Do you agree with that?”
Patrick: “I do and I do not, because like Jasmine, she performs just as well as the boys and
probably better than some of us. I think that everyone is equal and no one should have like,
everyone is equal basically.”
The Researcher: “Well what were some ideas that you agreed with?”
Patrick: “Men are supposed to think like into the future.”
Jonathan: “I just felt like it was a waste of time because like he was talking to us three to eight
hours how females are emotional, everybody is emotional okay.”
Patrick: “We are not robots, we got feelings.”
Jonathan: “Boys are not supposed to get emotional? That's a lie, you see everything he tells, I
go through it in my head and figure out if it is a truth or a lie. Everything he talks, okay I do not
care, okay keep it going, but keep it right. He be in everybody’s conversation talking all
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important or turning away my own math teacher because he comes into the classroom to talk
about slavery. And I have been trying to tell Mr. Bolt that slavery was 400 years ago okay we
understand that, but is there slavery now? You asked for freedom, people fought for freedom and
you still on the subject? You do not see nobody walking around or being slaved up for four
hundred years. We all felt like it was wrong what they did but he holding grudges and he wasn't
even a part of it. That is emotional! That is what I am trying to clear up like why would you
hold a grudge and you were not part of nothing like that. It never involved you, you never got
whipped, you never got hate you never got tortured, you never had to be caught and know how
somebody feels, so you shouldn't be on that subject.”
Despite Mr. Bolt’s biased opinions about gender, sexuality, and ethnicity, his presence in
the school and his authoritative position managed to have a lasting impact on BMY. According
to Jonathan, Mr. Bolt taught him that “You can always come up and do not fall to what [the]
white man thinks.” Other BMY participants felt that Mr. Bolt empowered them to think and act
more like “a man.”
I decided to ask other research subjects about the all-boys meeting:
The Researcher: “Is there anything you want to add about that all-boys meeting?”
Murphy: “Well, I really didn’t know what the point was, but I think what the point is to kind of
see everyone in the area like what they are thinking about, why they are always being emotional
all the time and doing different things to get into trouble for reasons that are stupid.”
The Researcher: “Do you think that helped you be a man?”
Murphy: “Yes. A little bit.”
The Researcher: “How?”
Murphy: “Because I don’t get mad as fast anymore.”
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The Researcher: “So how did that meeting help you to control your emotions?”
Murphy: “Because now I think a little bit more before saying something to somebody that makes
me mad. I don’t want to get all emotional and act like a girl.”
Still, there was some disagreement and confusion among BMY participants about if this
assembly truly helped them and if indeed it truly fed them.
The Researcher: “So, did this assembly help you with your manhood? And how to become a
man, and your masculinity, and if it did how? And if it didn’t, how come?”
Jonathan: “Well, see my philosophy of it is because I feel like Mr. Bolt, he so calls himself a
man, but everyone has got a different perspective of what a man is, so you can’t tell a whole
bunch of boys on how to be a man because that’s what you think is a man. There is no said
definition of what a man is. A man is a physical grown up boy, is a fully grown male, this is
what a man is. My dad calls himself a man. He is not a man, not to me, because I see him
constantly struggle to make ends meet. This is not to me; this will not be me. Mr. Bolt calls
himself a man and he is not the same type of man as my dad.”
The Researcher: “OK. What about you, Patrick?”
Patrick: “I think it kind of tore me down and build me up at the same time. It tore me down
because I felt like uncomfortable; but at the same time, it formed me and it like kind a made me
stronger.”
The Researcher: “How did it make you stronger?”
Patrick: “Because I know that.”
The Researcher: “How did it do that?”
Patrick: “Because, I have to be who I am and not worry about what other people think at the
same time. Thinking logically and emotionally, kind of. It is kind of confusing to me.”
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The Researcher: “OK, well let me ask in a different way. According to the talk, a man is
supposed to be unemotional, a leader, and what else?”
Patrick: “Head in charge.”
The Researcher: “Head in charge?”
Jonathan: “Logical. But I felt like everyone is got their own way of doing things. Like, you may
have your own way of doing dishes, he may have his own way of doing dishes, I may have my
own way of doing dishes. But he like, he tried to, he said in the discussion, it wasn't a discussion
because if it was a discussion he would see how we feel, so he trying to lecture me and I know.”
The Researcher: “You didn’t like this.”
Jonathan: “Me, personally, I do not like someone lecturing me if you not my father. Because if
you(re) not, Mr. Bolt was talking to me and telling me about how to be a man is one way or the
other because he do (es) not affect me. He never gave me nothing my life. He never raised me, so
he can't just step in here and be like, ‘You should be more of a man,’ OK? But I am only thirteen
years old. ‘How about you try to fix yourself and then come talk to me?’ That is how I feel.”
BMY come to school with their own set of beliefs and ideas about their identity. Clearly, BMY
identity can be changed, but as Jonathan expressed, administrators and educators need to
consider his own identity before they start pushing other beliefs and ideas onto him. This is not
to say that the presence, words, and behaviors of black male administrators do not impact critical
thinkers such as Jonathan. They do. But not always in ways the administrators think.
I continued my line of questioning on this topic:
The Researcher: “I want to find out how this assembly shaped your thoughts. How did it change
you in any way from when you first heard it to now, moving forward? Has anything about you
changed? Has your view about men changed?”
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Jonathan: “No.”
The Researcher: “No, really nothing?”
Jonathan: “I can’t say it changed me but it gave me thoughts.”
The Researcher: “What kind of thoughts?”
Jonathan: “A man is not supposed to be emotional, so he [Mr. Bolt] is saying. I tried for a while
because I felt like if I listen to him it would probably help me try to get through school here. So,
I tried it for like a day or two, not to be emotional. It didn’t work for me. Sorry. I just can’t hold
my feelings in. I tried to cope with them by myself, so like after that two days on trial, I was like,
‘No! Forget it.’”
Patrick: “Like holding in your feelings one day talking them out on somebody else, wouldn’t
that make more problems than you already have?”
The Researcher: “Good question.”
Patrick: “But, I know that people are not supposed to be the same. Every day is not going to be
a good day, but why put more stress on yourself than you already have?”
Masculinity has different meanings to different people. The perhaps dominant view of
masculinity in US culture, put simply, means to not to be feminine, to not show emotion, to think
logically. This hegemonic idea of masculinity is one that gets reinforced in many sectors in the
communities in which these BMY live. But this message gets confusing when a male figure in an
authoritative position feels it is his duty to teach young boys how to be men based on this
definition of what it is to be a man.
The BMY at AIM Academy, however, had critical views of teachers in general. Murphy shared
an experience from his previous middle school in the HCPS system:
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The Researcher: “Describe for me your least favorite teacher. What made them your least
favorite? What grade did they teach, like what grade did you have them for?”
Murphy: “I had them for sixth grade and they were at my other school; the middle school I went
to before here. It was, he was, like, very mean because he was very aggressive of what he
wanted. Like you were walking the hallway and he would say ‘This is my hallway,’ he gets to do
whatever he wants and then he would go inside someone else’s class and try yelling at them to
tell them what to do when the other teacher is trying to teach.”
Murphy did not offer too much information about this educator in this particular interview.
However, I was surprised to hear more to this story once I held an interview with his mother, Ms.
Boris, and Murphy.
The Researcher: “Could you describe an unfavorable personal experience that you’ve had in a
HCPS?”
Ms. Boris: “At Greenwich Middle [pseudonym]. I ended up pursuing it, between my pastor and
I. My pastor pursued it all the way to the School Board but nothing happened. It was a math
teacher that told him, he was like his mentor, and from being his mentor [it looked like] he was
just picking and bother on him. So, this particular day he walked up and Murphy asked him to
get out of his face because he was all in his face and he said ‘What are you going to do if I
don’t?’ Don’t taunt him. He said ‘If you put your hands on me I’m going to yolk you out. 5’”
The Researcher: “Wait, he said that to...?”
Ms. Boris: “Yeah, he said that to my son. You’re not going to threaten my child. So, when we
went to the school, they said that wasn’t a threat, he didn’t threaten him. ‘OK, if I tell you that
I’m coming with my pistol I’m not threatening you either because if you put your hands on my
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This is slang for “to hit someone hard”.

157

child I’m going to come and do whatever and you’re a man so I’m not going to put my hands on
you but you’re going to feel my hot lead. And that’s not a threat’ is what I told them. ‘That’s a
promise. You are a grown man that doesn’t have any business threatening people’s kids.’”
The Researcher: “So, you knew him, this mentor? You had sort of a relationship together?”
Ms. Boris: “I went to a conference and he said ‘I [will] try to mentor him [Murphy].’”
The Researcher “He was a black man?”
Ms. Boris: “Yes. He wasn’t real old. He put a sour taste in my mouth. That’s one reason why I
snatched him out of Greenwich Middle real quick because from that point [the teacher] tried to
get him suspended. Then, when it’s time for my child to return to school he doesn’t want to go to
your class. So, I requested for them to take him out of his class and they still didn’t switch his
schedule as if he had to go to this man’s class. Besides, all of his classes were in the same
hallway so you have to pass this man to get to any of your classes every day. While [the teacher
was] still stepping in saying stuff to him. You shouldn’t have anything to say to him. And you
still taunting him? That’s not going to work. I went to the principal, the School Board, and
everything. That’s one thing they were trying to make excuses for. There’s no excuse about it.
Once he said what he said he also told him ‘You’re wearing your name now but you’re going to
wearing a number later’ as if he was going to be in jail or in prison. You don’t tell a child that.”
I asked Murphy what happened:
The Researcher: “He told him that in front of everybody or one-on-one? In front of everyone he
was telling you this? In the front office?”
Murphy: “In front of everybody.”
The feeling around the HCPS district has been that the best mentors and educators for BMY are
black males because it is important for BMY to see professional, honest, and responsible black
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males in authoritative positions (personal communication with District Resource Teacher in May
2016). Consider Jonathan’s statement about Mr. Bolt during our interview: “When I see Mr.
Bolt dressing nice and I say, ‘I want to be like that one day,’ so I keep struggling for my goals.”
A Tampa Tribune article titled “Hillsborough Encouraging More Black Men to Become
Teachers” (July 11, 2013), reported the HCPS district’s strong effort towards recruiting and
hiring more minority educators to serve in the classroom. However, there is also a growing
concern among black education professionals, including black male teachers themselves, that
when black men are hired as educators, they are often used more as disciplinarians rather than
educators (personal communication with AIM Academy Assistant Principal August 2016).
In the Education Trust publication titled “Through Our Eyes: Perspectives and
Reflections from Black Teachers” published in November 2016, the developmental psychologist,
Ashley Griffin and researcher, Hilary Tackie found that black teachers were held more
responsible for enforcing school rules rather than educating students. This left many teachers
with a spirit of disempowerment as they continued in their careers as educators.
In Punished (2011) social scientist Victor Rios refers to these aggressive tactics such as
those engaged in by both Mr. Bolt and Murphy’s “mentor” as “social incapacitation.” According
to Rios, “social incapacitation is the process by which punitive social control becomes an
instrument which prevents marginalized populations from functioning, thriving and feeling a
sense of dignity and humanity in their daily interactions with institutional forces” (2011:160). In
other words, while the deeds of both Mr. Bolt and Murphy’s “mentor” may have been well
intentioned, BMY participants questioned their self-knowledge and worth because they
internalized the messages being sent by a black male authority figures in the institution. These
internalized feelings of inadequacy can produce exclusion on a different level, where BMY are
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not forcibly removed from their learning environment, but choose to not participate in the
learning environment by their own accord.
At the same time, the students perceived racism from their white teachers. This was also
debilitating. Chris recalled a primary school experience where he pointed out how his blackness
may have singled him out in his classroom by his white teacher.
The Researcher: “What do you think are some barriers and road blocks to your academic
success?”
Chris: “I would say some negative people, like, trying to stop me from reaching my goals.”
The Researcher: “And what do they say? What makes them negative? Who are these negative
people?”
Chris: “They come at me in a rude way like ‘You do not even learn nothing. You will never be
nothing.’ Negative things. Mostly from teachers.”
The Researcher: “And how long have you been hearing negative things from teachers?”
Chris: “Yeah, basically from like, since elementary school.”
The Researcher: “Could you describe a particular incident?”
Chris: “Well, my fourth-grade teacher. We did not get along at all. He got me to the point I told
my parent. It almost went down in the classroom between them!”
The Researcher: “Why? How would he behave? What was his behavior like towards you?”
Chris: “Negative. In front of the whole class. Only person he was focused on about saying
negative things to was me because I was the only black kid in the classroom. I got left out on
everything. No going on field trips with him. I ate with other classes but I did not really go to
lunch with his class and every day they went outside, I did not go with them. I went with another
class. So basically, I was doing the opposite things from him, so they could give me time to stay
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away from him and I just let him do him so nothing would go down if he tried to put his hands
on me. Nothing like that.”
From the data collected here, the social-cultural constructions of masculinity in the black
community vary, which ultimately caused a level of conflict within the school environment. In
other words, there is no one definition of masculinity that is specific and unique to the black
community and how participants in this study spoke about masculinity was not how the idea of
masculinity manifested into reality. For instance, while the assistant principal, Mr. Bolt made it
clear that it was the man’s responsibility to be in control of the household and for the woman to
submit to the man, AIM Academy, did not fit into Mr. Bolt’s reality.
The leader of AIM Academy was a black woman, who had operated and managed the
school for over ten years. The majority of leadership positions at the school were held by black
women. This phenomenon caused conflict at the top level of administration. While Mr. Bolt
wanted to operate the school one way, he found that he would have to discuss his ideas with the
principal, a woman, before he implemented anything new. In this context, the social
constructions of masculinity within the AIM Academy school environment was not clearly
defined and agreed upon by the adults in the school. Once BMY were brought into the equation,
with their own ideas about masculinity from their home life and community, additional conflict
would arise.
For instance, all BMY participants held the agreement that the man is supposed to take
care of the household, they are to be leaders and always speak logically rather than emotionally
about issues. At the same time, four out of the five BMY participants lived in a female-headed
household, attended a school that was headed by a female, and went to classrooms where the
majority of teachers were female. In Jonathan’s case, where his father was the head of
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household, he still made it clear that it was his step-mother who ran the household. This
situation can both hinder and help BMY academic achievement.
On the one hand, based off the all-boy meeting reflections, BMY participants became
more empowered in their role as soon-to-become men. Although there were some fundamental
disagreements held between Jonathan and Mr. Bolt, and some fundamental flaws in the way Mr.
Bolt held the meeting, four out of five BMY participants felt that Mr. Bolt’s acknowledgement
of their masculinity gave them a stable foundation and confidence to identify themselves as men.
On one level, when there was no agreement within the school regarding the social
cultural constructions of masculinity, BMY academic growth and progress became hindered.
During my fieldwork, I have never observed or participated in an open discussion or dialogue
that focused specifically on masculinity and how this idea may influence academic progress
among BMY. Ideas about becoming a man, or just men in general, were briefly discussed in the
context of a particular issue such as if a student’s father just returned home from prison, or if a
student’s family was getting evicted from their home and there was a man in the household. In
these contexts, female administrators and teachers would openly discuss and wonder with each
other the real purpose of a man.
At the same time, BMY were not yet considered men, but children who are to be told
what to do (personal communication with Aim Academy principal February 2016).
Administrators and educators often taught BMY from the perspectives of adulthood while not
taking into consideration or acknowledging the flexible and changing realities of BMY social
constructions of their masculine realities.
This situation and experience is not unique to BMY in the United States nor elsewhere.
In the article “Behaviour, Race and Inclusion,” Sewell (2001) argues that one of the main
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problems in the educational system in Britain is that “research and policy has not caught up with
the changing context facing African Caribbean children” (2001:167). As a result, this causes
African Caribbean children to be systematically excluded from educational settings through
labels such as educational failures or underachievers. Sewell points out that since black youth
culture, circumstances, and identity are constantly changing, it is necessary for educators and
administrators to consider fresh ways to meet the needs of, and educate, BMY. Teachers and
administrators must let go of their preconceived notions and biases about the intelligence and
behavior of BMY in order to promote BMY inclusion and advancement in schools.
In the next section I will explore BMY perspectives on their own self-exclusion. It is
easy and fairly common for the sympathetic researcher to solely blame external forces for the
main contributory elements of educational exclusion. However self-exclusion occurs when the
BMY makes a conscious decision not to participate and be fully included in the educational
setting in combination with external factors, such as peer influence. In other words, individual
choice plays a large role in whether or not BMY engage with their learning environment and the
individuals, peers, and adults in their learning environment.
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BMY Perspectives on Self-Exclusion and Peer Interactions
“The need for nurture, management of self-esteem, improved motivation skills and the skill to
manage the demands of peer-group pressure are clearly also factors of African Caribbean
underachievement.” --Tony Sewell (2001:185)
“Many young people today journey in the dark, as the young always have, and we elders do
them a disservice when we withhold the shadowy parts of our lives”. --Parker Palmer (2000:18)

Educational exclusion is not only limited to ethnic or gender social constructs developed
and enforced by an authoritative figure. We must also consider the interaction of peer pressure
and bullying with ethnicity and gender in the production of educational exclusion of BMY.
BMY participants often cited “annoying kids” or “aggravating kids” as one of the triggers for
why they would get into trouble, be removed from class, get a referral or, even worse, get
suspended and sent home. In most cases, bullying and peer pressure would discourage some
BMY from even going to school and/or class, therefore encouraging BMY to self-exclude.
Sometimes these events revolved around gender politics:
Patrick: “At my old school, it was an all-boys school, and I did not feel right like now at the
current school that I’m at. It is kind of…. I would almost say perfect.”
The Researcher: “Why don’t you feel right at an all-boys school?”
Patrick: “Because, I was being judged a lot, and there is a lot of fights, every day, and I was put
in a certain group that I did not really like, but now that I know who I am, I’m okay with that.”
Patrick mentioned that now that he knew who he was as “a girly man” or a feminine boy, he was
able to be comfortable in his own skin and be himself around others. This also helped him
remain out of fights more often than before, because he had accepted himself and is no longer in
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denial about this part of his identity. This is not to say that he didn’t get into disagreements with
other students, especially boys, at AIM Academy.
Consider an incident that occurred in Patrick’s English language arts class one afternoon.
I was providing support facilitation to students with learning disabilities when I noticed Patrick
take a brown box from his book bag and put it on his desk during a writing task. He opened the
box and pulled out red lip gloss and a miniature mirror to help him apply his lip gloss. I quickly
walked over to Patrick and took the box away swiftly without a word. The class was quietly
working and did not seem to notice, and I did not want to disrupt them. Patrick started to
exclaim, but I put my finger to my lips and shook my head. I whispered to him that I would
return it after school.
During his lunch break, Patrick came into my room to ask for his make-up box. I told
him that I would give his mother the box when she comes to pick him up from school. He asked
me not to do that because he was going to get into trouble. He had taken some of his mother’s
makeup and put it in the box. I told him that I will not give it back to him because it is
inappropriate to groom yourself in the classroom; it is a distraction. I also told him that it would
draw negative attention from other students, particularly the males.
Patrick then began to lecture me about how important it is for him to be himself and that
he shouldn’t have to stop being himself for anybody. I told him it was fine for him to express
himself anyway he wanted. However, I told him he needed to be aware of the type of attention it
will bring, and to consider the consequences of that attention. I then explained to him that, at a
lot of times, boys do not like to see other boys put on makeup or act feminine.
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It may make them feel uncomfortable and/or angry. Patrick was silent for a while then
said “Oh, that’s why Chris wanted to fight me when I was in the bathroom putting on mascara. I
was going to report him for bullying, but decided not to do it.”
Three out of the five boys interviewed all stated that during their primary school years
they were often bullied by their peers in and out of the classroom in some form or another.
These bullying incidences often resulted in a physical fight or altercation. BMY stated that often
their peers would annoy them in the classroom, tease them, or instigate small conflicts.
The Researcher: “Was there a particular incident that made you really not like school no matter
what grade you were in or how old you were? Tell me about that incident.”
Ferguson: “I was in second grade, and this boy name Joshua he just used to aggravate me so
much to a point where we got into a fight, and I yelled some very angry words at him. The
teacher overheard it, and she sent me into the principal’s office. I tried to tell them my story, but
they did not want to believe me. I told them that I said something because Joshua was known for
eating a lot of sugar, eating sugar, and that would make him hyper and start bothering people and
me in particular. So, I really did not like school because he was very annoying, and I can be
annoying sometimes too, but he was the most annoying person in my second-grade class. I
started not liking this school because he was there, but when he left, I started liking the school
again.”
Similarly, in Sewell’s study “Behaviour, Race and Inclusion,” he found that 80 percent of
the African Caribbean students he interviewed “pointed to peer-group pressure as the biggest
barrier to learning” (2001:174). BMY are under pressure to behave a certain way in order to not
appear as they are soft and/or weak. In Ferguson’s case, it was necessary to stand up for himself
to prove his manhood by showing that he was not weak and will not back down.
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Stakeholders in education, including School Board members, administrators, teachers, and
parents, recognized there was a problem and a connection between bullying, peer pressure, and
student achievement. Although sometimes bullying incidences are a challenge to prove, specific
language inside the HCPS and AIM student handbook outlines the zero-tolerance policy and
strict consequences if it is proven that a student, or even a faculty member, is bullying another
person. According to the AIM student handbook for the 2014-2015 school year (emphasis in
original),
“Bullying is a form of aggression and occurs when a person(s) willfully subjects another person
(victim), whoever he or she may be, to intentional, unwanted and unprovoked hurtful verbal
and/or physical action(s) which result(s) in the victim feeling oppressed (stress, injury,
discomfort) at any school site activity or event.
“Students who engage in bullying shall be subject to a range of punishment to include verbal or
written reprimand, in-school or out-of-school suspension, change of placement and/or expulsion.
Peers ultimately impact the level of engagement in a learning environment.”
On the other hand, HCPS guidelines state:
“Bullying includes ‘cyberbullying’ and means systematically and chronically inflicting physical
hurt or psychological distress on one or more students or employees. It is further defined as
unwanted and repeated written, verbal, or physical behavior, including any threatening, insulting,
or dehumanizing gesture, by an adult or student, that is severe or pervasive enough to create an
intimidating, hostile, or offensive educational environment; cause discomfort or humiliation; or
unreasonably interfere with the individual’s school performance or participation; and may
involve but is not limited to:
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teasing
threat
intimidation
stalking
cyberstalking
physical violence
theft
sexual, religious, or racial harassment
public or private humiliation
destruction of property; and
social-exclusion”
Both definitions of bullying exemplify how much of an impact this phenomenon can have on
educational exclusion. Policies and procedures are stated and are attempted to be implemented
on a daily basis in public schools. Peer bullying can cause a student to not feel welcomed in a
learning environment. When a student, in this case a BMY, does not feel welcomed in his
learning environment, either from his or her peers or teachers, he or she will tend to self-exclude
(personal communication with AIM Academy principal October 2015).
According to the State Impact Florida report, bullying in the state has become more of a
problem in schools but is difficult to accurately count (González 2012). This is largely because
not every incident qualifies as bullying in the eyes of administrators and teachers. More
specifically, bullying incidents at AIM Academy are sometimes hard to prove because students
have been so exposed to bullying prevention curriculum that is has become a common
accusation. Students, conscious of the seriousness of bullying, may accuse their peers of
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bullying not mentioning anything they have done to instigate the teasing (personal
communication with principal November 2016).
Still, many school districts have developed different educational settings for students
meant to boost student achievement and promote inclusion. In 2011, HCPS established two
single-gender public secondary schools. Reactions to single-gender education were mixed
within the community. While some agree that males and females learn differently, and singlegender education reduces distractions, others feel that the development and establishment of
these types of schools are fueled by gender stereotypes on how males and females learn. In
addition, many were concerned, and still are, that gender stereotypes are more likely to be
promoted in these types of learning environments.
The Researcher: “Why do you think your mom put you in an all-boys school?”
Patrick: “Because I guess my dad had a confrontation with her that I should try an all-boys
school just to see if I would lose my feminine ways, but instead it spoiled our relationship. So, I
do not really know how to be open without crying. Lately, I am just happy to be how I am.”
Here, once again we can see the various dimensions of how educational exclusion is produced.
In Framing Dropouts (1991), Michelle Fine discusses the silencing of students who identify as
gay. In her study, she found that those students who identify as gay or lesbian are often silenced
by homophobic attitudes of administrators, teachers, families, and other students. At the time of
her study, sexual orientation was not part of the public-school curriculum and, while there were
some students who attended the New York City high school where she conducted research that
were open about their sexuality, it was taboo to either come out at home or come out at school.
As Fine writes “There are prices to pay for being known as lesbian or gay” (1991:41).
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Recognizing homosexuality and bisexuality as being a civil rights issue, and that there
were limited public institutions deemed as safe for LBGT to attend, community activists have
started private schools that targeted those students who were excluded from their original
schools. For instance, in September 2016, Pride Atlanta opened its doors to serve students, ages
5-18, families, and teachers who identify as, or identify with, the LGBT community (Novacic
2016). Even if students, families and teachers feel left out of an institution, individuals are
creating institutions for the voices of diverse populations to be heard.
Exclusion does not only take place in the classroom and is not something that is done
solely by others. My ethnography demonstrates how in many cases BMY tend to exclude
themselves, or self-exclude, from their peers, teachers, and even the content being taught.
For example, an AIM Academy school-wide writing workshop was put into place to help
students prepare for the writing portion of the FSA. At the time of the workshop all AIM
students gathered in the cafeteria for two hours and listened to a current board member and
retired educator provide a lesson on writing. Students were taught a writing recipe that would
satisfy the evaluators for the high-stakes writing assessment. Almost immediately, teachers
began doing damage control by relocating students who were either not paying attention or who
had the potential to be disruptive. One particular sixth grade BMY caught my attention because
of his lack of engagement with everything around him. I had had previous experiences with him
ranging from observing him in the classroom to actual conversations regarding his goals and
academic abilities. My first impressions of this young man were that he was bright but bored
with the overall process of school learning. After being removed from his peers, he was
relocated to the back of the cafeteria, away from everyone else. He sat there for a minute, clearly
disengaged, and eventually put his head down. I walked over to him, partly as my duty as a
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faculty member to check student’s body language and partly as a researcher. I asked him to sit
up straight and explained, in a low whisper, that his body language showed disrespect to the
facilitator of the workshop. He righted himself and sat up straight in the chair. I then asked him
why he was removed. He looked at me and said “I was bored. I already know how to write.” I
then realized that, although the student never answered my questions directly, he let me know
that there were a lot of assumptions we as educators and administrators make about these
students. This young man did not say exactly what he did to be removed, but rather understood
why and achieved his goal in being removed. He presented himself as not wanting to participate
in the workshop and as a result was rejected from the learning environment; or he knew what to
do to get excluded so he could be free to do whatever he wanted to do.
Incidents like this happen often. This particular student knew how to write, as
demonstrated on previous writing assignments graded by his teachers, and Florida
Comprehensive Assessment Test (FCAT) writing scores, and at the same time appeared
disinterested in learning more about how to increase his writing abilities to maintain consistent
achievement on the high-stakes writing tests. Why?
The answer itself is complicated. One the one hand, BMY self-exclude themselves from
their learning environment when they are not engaged in, and/or when they cannot identify with,
what is being taught. Other times, BMY may self-exclude because they feel indifferent about the
whole learning process. Still, it is important for some BMY to appear tough and not follow the
rules in order to get attention on a different level, from girls and/or their peers (Sewell 2001;
Macleod 2009).
Clearly there are combination of complex factors that impact why self-exclusion occurs.
This makes the educator’s job more challenging. Even though the objective of the workshop was
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clearly understood, this particular BMY was not interested in the information being taught. This
is also where I view peer pressure as playing a vital role in this scenario. In this situation, the
BMY was surrounded by his peers and wanted to stand out by acting like writing was “not cool”
so he did not have to pay attention. This attitude was confirmed when a teacher removed him
from the situation by ordering him to sit outside the group.
Self-exclusion also occurs when BMY feel annoyed or irritated in their learning environment.
This resistance comes from a variety of places, both visible and invisible, but if a BMY feels as
if they are not included in a learning environment then they may choose to self-exclude. They
choose to not want to be part of the crowd. Murphy has also expressed his perspective on the
issue of self-exclusion.
The Researcher: “Well, I noticed that you isolate yourself from the other students in your
Spanish class. Do you sit like that in all the classrooms, away from everyone else?”
Murphy: “Well, in that class, I just isolate myself all the time, but I cannot do it all the time
because I have to work in partners.”
The Researcher: “So, is it just in Miss B’s class you sit away from everyone, or do you sit like
that in all your classes?”
Murphy: “All my classes, if I can [then] I do, but if I cannot, I just cannot do it.”
The Researcher: “So, why do you sit away from your classmates, your peers?”
Murphy: “Because I do not get along with them.”
The Researcher: “You do not get along with them?”
Murphy: “Because they get mad at me because I talk.”
The Researcher: “You talk?”
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Murphy: “Yeah, and I barely talk and when I talk the whole class gets mad at me for talking. It
does not make sense.”
The Researcher: “No, it does not make any sense at all.”
Murphy: “Like, the first time I was here, like a week after, I said something to their surprise so
they started yelling at me.”
The Researcher: “Your peers? Not your teacher?”
Murphy: “The peers. I was asking them ‘Why do you always have to yell?’ and I said ‘No
offense’ and they just got mad.”
Here, it appears that a lack of classroom management and a lack of creation of a strong
and secure classroom culture may have contributed to Murphy’s tendency to isolate himself
and/or self-exclude in this particular class. Creating a safe learning environment and a positive
classroom culture are usually the first objectives of teachers in the classroom. These
philosophies are commonly taught in the beginning of the school year and are supposed to be
consistently reinforced throughout the school year. In addition, setting high expectations for
behavior and academics is equally as important when creating a classroom culture and managing
a classroom. According to Ms. Boris, Murphy’s particular class is confrontational and a highspirited group. There are frequent conflicts in this group among students and managing student
behaviors and emotions takes up most of the classroom time.
Both the writing workshop incident and Murphy’s experience in Spanish class share a
similar theme of resistance. Borrowing from Giroux’s theory of resistance in the ethnography
Ain’t No Makin’ It (2009), MacLeod writes that often male youth use resistance as a response to
authority and/or systems that is rooted in feelings of not being treating fairly either socially,
economically, and/or politically. This is an inner conflict that some male youth may feel and
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then they take it out on their external world resulting in self-exclusion or other consequences.
While both BMY may have felt that self-exclusion was the effect of external factors, in reality,
there may have been internal resistance as soon as they set foot on the campus. This resistance
may have come from a variety of places, but the educational system and/or environment was the
place to take this frustration out.
“Shutting down” or choosing not to speak, listen, or do anything a teacher asks you to do,
is a common and visible way BMY self-exclude in educational environments. Shutting down
looks like a student with their head on their desk, a scowl on their face, eyes looking down with a
frown, looking bored and staring off in space, or just ignoring any request from the teacher.
Understanding what triggers “shutting down” can help BMY become aware of when they do it
and educators to become active in helping to limit this phenomenon from occurring in the
learning environment.
One day in a math class students were working on solving geometric word problems
during whole group instruction.
Teacher: “What is the formula to find the area of a triangle?”
Murphy eagerly raises his hand. When the teacher calls on him, he excitedly gives the answer.
Murphy: “You find the area of a triangle by multiplying the base times the height and dividing
by two.”
Teacher: “This is correct, Murphy! Good job.”
Murphy beamed and looked down at his graph paper and began to solve the next problems
independently. After a few minutes, I noticed Murphy begin to lose interest in the math activity.
He started playing and giggling with another student; at this point, I was unsure about what they
were laughing about or what the topic of conversation concerned. Then I noticed Murphy look
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around the classroom instead of at the teacher who demonstrated how to solve a new math
problem for the class. It appears that he was looking for something to get into or even to
entertain him. Even so, when the teacher gave the student a practice problem to apply what they
have learned from her demonstration, Murphy immediately focused on the problem. The teacher
began to circulate the classroom. She stopped at Murphy’s desk.
Teacher: “Murphy, I said to solve the problem this way. You are not using the correct method.
The method you are using will take too long.”
Murphy looked up at the teacher, clearly annoyed, but did not say anything. He just began
erasing his writing on his paper.
Teacher: “Okay, good. Now, please use the method that I showed you on the board.”
The teacher walked away to the next student, but Murphy seemed to lose interest in the activity.
He just put his paper on the floor and put his head down on the desk, no longer participating in
the classroom activity. The teacher did not notice at first, but when she reached the board she
called out to him.”
Teacher: “Murphy! Pick up that paper from the floor and finish the problem!”
Murphy reluctantly picked up the paper, looked at the board, and slumped in his seat.
When I asked Murphy about this incident later that day he said that he was upset because
he wanted to do his problem the way he wanted to do it and that he understood how to solve the
problem based on his own method. This explanation does not excuse Murphy’s behavior, but it
does provide some insight into student learning and the effect of the relationship between a
student’s identity and they how they learn.
In the chapter Teacher Directive: The Social Construction of ‘Literal Meanings and ‘Real
Worlds’ in Classroom Discourse, Minick (1993) discusses the impact representational
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directives, or speech patterns, have on student and teacher encounters in formal school
environments. When representational directives are given from teachers to students, it can be
difficult for students to differentiate between what is said and what is meant. At other times, a
student knows exactly what was meant by the directive, but still takes the literal meaning to play
on the representation of words. Either way, miscommunication is the effect of this speech
pattern.
Minick goes on to argue that “The ubiquity of representational directives in the classroom
stems from the fact that the activities that are to be carried out there are defined by social realities
such as curriculum, standardized testing, and teaching materials that have their roots in social
systems that extend substantially beyond the classroom walls” (1993:316-217). In the above
illustration, the teacher assumed ownership of every aspect of the classroom including the
language used when asking a question, routines in the classroom, and the meaning of the
language they used, while assuming that the student did not know anything. This resulted in a
power struggle between student and teacher, which ultimately led to exclusion production in the
classroom.
Issues of control between teacher and BMY frequently come up in the classroom. BMY,
whether they consciously say so or not, want control over their learning. In the ethnographic
example below, Jonathan showed that sometimes he did not know how to express this need.
The Researcher: “So, how can teachers and administrators help you in expressing your emotions
in a positive way, or productive way? How do think teachers and administrators could do that?”
Jonathan: “Well, like just the other day, Mr. Donald, yesterday, he was like he was trying to tell
me because he was getting on to me because I missed some of my homework in his class, so he
was telling me, he was like ‘So Jonathan do you have anything to say?’ and I was like ‘No’
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because I didn’t want to get myself into trouble and he was trying to help me. Like he told me to
say it and I would not get into trouble. But I did not want to say it because if you do not have
nothing nice to say, do not say it at all.”
The Researcher: “Okay, so what did you want to say to him?”
Jonathan: “To be honest, Ms. Fairweather, I wanted to tell him that the homework was pointless
and it made no sense.”
The Researcher: “What I am hearing you say is, it sounds like you want to be able to express
your emotions to adults, right? But you do not want to hear the reactions.”
Jonathan: “No.”
The Researcher: “You are afraid of their reaction to the truth.”
Jonathan: “Not afraid but...I just do not… I’m not afraid of the adult. I told my dad that I am not
scared of him, but I respect him because that is an adult, because that’s what my grandma and
my elders taught me to do even though the adult is wrong. I feel Mr. Bolt was wrong for what he
did with this all-boys meeting, but I still respect him. So, that’s the way, like, you won’t get into
trouble because adults always going to get the last words over a child. They do not care what it’s
about. He always gets the last word.”
Rios (2011) argues that when minority boys are forced to live in a “youth control complex,”
where different institutions of social control such as family and schools frame their social worlds
and realities, it leaves them not having any power and/or they are criminalized and said to be
wrong. When this happens, these boys are less likely to engage in more positive and productive
ways with these institutions and the adults associated with these institutions. Here, Jonathan
wanted to tell the truth to his teacher but felt that the truth would get him punished. Jonathan felt
that being honest to an adult was a form of disrespect and, as a result, he maintained his silence.
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I found self-exclusion to be a typical and standard response of BMY when they felt
insecure or if they are “in their feelings.” When there is enough time, an adult stakeholder can
sit down and converse with BMY to uncover the root of the problem. However, often there is not
enough time to accomplish this. With all the responsibilities school administrators and teachers
have in schools every day, sometimes there is only enough time to discipline students to ensure
that incidents of self-exclusion and disengagement are limited.

Murphy shared this sentiment

during his interview.
The Researcher: “OK, you say conversations with adults help you with behavior. But discipline
by adults did not help you?”
Murphy: “No.”
The Researcher: “You don’t think so?”
Murphy: “Yes, because after that discipline it was like six more times after that because I kept
getting into more trouble. The thing with people is that they don’t listen to kids. Some people
just don’t just listen, because when you listen then you would get the reason why that person did
it, but if you don’t listen you are just disciplining for nothing. Then that person just feels like
‘Why did this person discipline me for nothing and I didn’t do anything?’ But most kids just say
that but they don’t mean it, but me, I just want people to listen.”
The Researcher: “Okay, I am listening. What do you want to say?”
Murphy: “People in general should always be listening to what that person is saying instead of
trying to attack them when they are explaining something. Like this school and other schools are
similar because they don’t like people to talk and tell them what happened. They just tell them to
be quiet and no one ever gets into trouble but the kids. Then they say different things about my
discipline and then they say they did not say that and they would never say such things. So, they
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should always listen to students and if they don’t agree they just say I don’t agree instead of
saying I agree with you and then everyone will have an explanation to figure out what the person
was thinking.”
On one hand, students must demonstrate behavior that complies with the school and classroom
rules. On the other hand, students must still negotiate the tensions between their emotions, how
their peers treat them, how adults treat them, what is happening at home, and how they feel about
themselves.
Consider Dr. Monroe’s voice on this topic:
The Researcher: “What advice would you offer to BMY who have been excluded here in
Hillsborough County?”
Dr. Monroe: “If the student is in high school, I would suggest that they become advocates for
their education. When they feel they are being unfairly treated, or not allowed to register for
needed courses, get their parents involved. Students in middle school should always make sure
their parents know what is going on at school. Students should not take on the role of being the
adult, but get an adult involved in their education.”
This is one of the reasons AIM Academy makes parental involvement mandatory for all
students enrolled at the school. The basic notion behind this idea is to demonstrate that the
education of a child is a community event, not an individual one (personal communication AIM
Academy board member August 2015). Without parental support, a child may or may not do
well in school; it is necessary to consider family structure and background when examining
family support. In the next section, I will describe how the family structure, background history
of BMY, and their social class influence and are associated with the production of educational
exclusion.

179

BMY Perspectives on Family Structure, Social Class and Home Environment
School, like the family and home environment, plays a vital role in shaping the identity of
BMY. There are countless trainings and professional development workshops for educators that
emphasize this point. When a child’s identity is taken into consideration during learning, the
child is more likely to advance and achieve in schools. What happens when the values, beliefs,
and practices of school and home are not synchronized? Even more, how does this phenomenon
contribute to the educational exclusion of BMY?
In this section I will describe how family structure, social class, and home environment
interact with BMY identity and school policies to help produce educational exclusion. Previous
research studies regarding educational exclusion emphasize how desegregation produced
exclusion among black American parents and families ultimately leading to low levels of
involvement from parents and families in HCPS (Aquil 1979; Baber 1999). In other words, as
Baber states “school desegregation has not necessarily brought integration” (1999: 57) mainly
because after desegregation schools no longer severed as centers for assistance, support, and
involvement for families to be involved in their child’s education. In addition, it is argued in the
literature that during this time, parents became more alienated and disengaged from the
educational experiences of their children (see, e.g., Baber 1999).
The Researcher: “So, in what ways do you feel black male youth are excluded from fully
participating in schools in Hillsborough County? What ways? Have you seen it? Do you have
any examples? Have you done it yourself?”
Mr. Donald (black male math teacher): “You don’t know why this child is acting out. What we
don’t realize is that some students just feel excluded. The family might feel excluded in
everything that they do and could be from them and a lack of low self-esteem from the mother’s
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stand point of view and it could be passed on down to the children or it could be the ‘I don’t have
the education or the look or know-how to actually talk to these people.’ But it could be a class
issue. I think that carries over, believe it or not, as students and children watch their parents.
That has a tendency to carry over to them so therefore if they feel excluded in a such way, the
parents feel excluded in a such way whether or not it’s in a school setting or in a church setting,
it could be in any kind of setting, they see that and witness that then they could feel that way.
Therefore, now it’s passed on in the school where they feel excluded, now they don’t want to be
a part and now everybody is looking at them like ‘Why don’t you want to be a part?’ It’s a
broader picture, a bigger picture than them just being excluded but this thing is generational.”
The Researcher: “Would you please explain that?”
Mr. Donald: “Generational means grand-mamma. ‘I’ve been around grand-mamma and I’ve
watched grand-mamma she doesn’t feel or want to be a part, I watched mamma and she doesn’t
want to be a part so therefore I don’t want to be a part. I don’t want any part of that. I don’t want
to be a part because we just always feel excluded. We always been excluded from stuff; we’ve
never been accepted to anything.’”
Here, Mr. Donald shared some insight into educational exclusion and desegregation.
According to him, some BMY and their families have gotten used to feelings of discomfort,
insecurity, and uneasiness when communicating with school personnel in a school environment.
As a result, some BMY and their families may not participate in school functions or activities, or
may not be fully engaged in the school culture. Self-exclusion of some BMY and their families
then becomes an outcome where exclusion is ingrained in the belief system of BMY and their
families as something to expect when communicating with school personnel.
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What happens when a minority-run school, such as AIM Academy, is put into a position
to educate BMY? What does a segregated learning environment look and feel like in the twentyfirst century to BMY and their families? One thing I uncovered with my ethnographic research is
that regardless of the race and class of the administrator or teacher, BMY and their families have
a tendency to assume that all teachers and administrators are the same and therefore their
behaviors and reactions to them are fairly uniform. I asked Murphy’s mother the following:
The Researcher: “Do you notice from his previous experience in schools if there are any specific
challenges that you don't see here at this school that you saw there? And vice versa?”
Ms. Boris: “The challenges here versus the school he just left is almost the same and the issues
that go on is almost the same. My point is that I’m trying to sort out if it’s the child itself or is it
the school because it’s still almost the similar situations that he’ll get in trouble with. But here I
don’t know if she’s a teacher or what she is but there’s certain ways that you actually talk to the
child and when you talk to the child and you want that child to respond in a different way is how
you talk to someone not what you say it’s how you say it. It’s the tone of your voice and the level
of your voice when you come at somebody. And you expect them to come to you in a respectful
way but you have come at them kind of rough and disrespectful. I hear that here. Versus his
other school, it’s a lot of stuff that was going on there but I never really heard that there. Here it’s
like real rough, the way that they talk to students. It’s kind of rough, certain teachers, for
example when we went to the basketball game the lady, he was walking in the gym and the lady
was like ‘Go take my uniform off!’ Why do you have to be so rough?”
This example shows, that regardless of race, people have a sensitivity towards how they are
treated and whether this treatment is fair, respectful, kind, and welcoming. To be clear, AIM
Academy, a majority black school in faculty, staff, and student body, prides itself on serving
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individuals and families who look like them and who are from similar backgrounds. At the same
time, those families who have had previous experiences in HCPS, where the majority of
administrators and faculty are white and come from middle class backgrounds, feel that there is
no difference in treatment and sometimes may even be worse in an “all-black school.”
Another interesting dimension is the relationship and tension between circumstances in
BMY personal lives and their academic and conduct performance in a school environment. All
BMY participants recall second to third grade year as being the pivotal year when their attitudes
toward school began to shift from favorable to unfavorable. At the same time, all expressed
challenges in the home life they experienced when they were in their primary school years as
demonstrated in one of our PhotoVoice sessions in May 2016.
Jonathan: “Oh, this picture! I have been with her since, not like in a relationship, but she has
been one of my friends since second grade and I feel like she can relate with my problems
because we used to go through the same thing. She grew up hard. She grew up hard in life.
Like, recently one of her sisters just passed in a car accident and one of her friends, too. I know
that is tough for her to go through something like that, you know? I can relate to her.”
The Researcher: “How old were you when your brother was shot?”
Jonathan: “Around eight.”
The Researcher: “And how did that affect your interaction with school, when you were in
school?”
Jonathan: “Ooh, I didn’t want to do anything. I just shut down like, say I was…. I can’t explain
it.”
The Researcher: “So, you did not want to do anything and that is when school started to get.. just
started to go down?”
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Jonathan: “Yes, ma’am. I can’t explain it. It felt like physically, mentally, I just, I was not like,
my body was just like not, not do anything.”
Ferguson: “Not responding to you. That’s how I felt when my dad died.”
Jonathan: “Yes! It was blocked out, like I had no control of it. It felt like I was high like, it’s
like fake, it all felt fake.”
I found that each BMY participant in my study experienced a life-altering event in their personal
lives during their primary school years. Table 8 and Table 9 below provide summaries of their
experiences. In what follows, I describe how these experiences contributed to how educational
exclusion was produced for these students. If we take a closer look at these life- altering events,
and the academic and behavior performance of these students, it is possible to see the
simultaneous timing between incidents that took place at home and when patterns of exclusion
began in school with the BMY participants.
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•Chris
Ferguson
Jonathan

•Murphy
Patrick
Ferguson

•Chris
Jonathan
Murphy

Death of a
parent
and/or close
relative

Parent in
Prison

Parental
abuse

documentd
suicide
attempt
•Patrick
Murphy

Figure 1: Personal Life Altering Event During Primary School
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Table 8: Relationship Between Home Events and Educational Exclusion
Home Event
1. Jonathan lives in between his
mother’s house and his
grandmother’s house. His
aunt passes away and his
cousins move in with his
mother.
2. Chris’s father goes to prison.
3. Murphy’s father is put in jail
after his mother calls the
police on him for beating
Murphy on the head.
4. Ferguson’s father moves out.

Grade
PreK-1

1. Jonathan’s mother is sent to
prison and Jonathan’s
maternal grandmother is
diagnosed with bipolar
depression so he is sent to
live with his father.
2. Jonathan’s 13-year-old
brother and shot and killed
for being in the wrong
neighborhood.
3. Chris’s mother passes away.
He is sent to live with his
maternal grandmother.
4. Murphy’s father is released
from prison and begins to
live with the family again.
5. Patrick threatens to kill
himself at home. His mother
Baker Acts him.
1. Ferguson’s father dies.
2. Patrick begins to identify as
a gay male.

2-3

School Event
1. Jonathan becomes eligible
for ESE in Pre-K.
2. Murphy is suspended in
Kindergarten for throwing a
block at a student’s head.
He is diagnosed with
ADHD.
3. Chris is retained in first
grade.
4. Ferguson is suspended in
Kindergarten for physically
harming another student. He
is diagnosed with ADHD in
first grade.
1. Jonathan retained in second
grade.
2. Jonathan accused of stealing;
suspended for a week.
3. Chris is diagnosed with
ADHD in third grade
4. Murphy retained in second
grade. Referred to the school
psychologist for ESE
Eligibility. Threatens to kill
himself in his second-grade
classroom.
5. Patrick diagnosed with
ADHD in third grade.

4-6

1. Ferguson receives his first
suspended for bullying.
2. Patrick is suspended in sixth
grade for five days. He is
jumped by three boys in
school for being gay.
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From the above illustrations, we can see the extent of life-altering, and in some ways
traumatic, experiences BMY and their families bring to AIM Academy. After years of conflict
and struggle in majority white middle class schools, families enroll their children in AIM
Academy or other schools in the district with the hopes of a more meaningful, thorough, holistic
education from people who look like them. Sometimes, however, this is not the case because
previous experiences set the tone for BMY expectations of school.
In order to address this issue, however, AIM Academy has implemented several
strategies to increase parental involvement school-wide. Some of these strategies include family
literacy services, monthly parent socials, and events for transitioning children into middle school
from elementary school. These activities assist BMY in their own personal development and
shows support for who BMY are now at this stage in life.
The Researcher: “Is there anything else you think that people need to know about your
educational experiences here in this school district? What do they need to know?”
Patrick: “Well, for me, my true education did not really start until I found out who I was. I think
I am finding out who I am here at this school. It is like everyone here is the same but different.
You have adults that help you find who you are. They talk to you and take you on field trips and
get to know your family. When you find out who you are you can focus on other things. You
cannot say that you are something that you are not. Until you know who you are and do not let
other people tell you what you are or what you cannot do because if you know who you are then
you are set.”
Once BMY feel as if their identities and backgrounds are welcomed and even respected
in their learning environment, they are more likely to become open to successful learning
(Sewell 2001). But when BMY are living and operating inside a “youth control complex” (Rios
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2011), it is a challenge to see how their identity and background is welcomed into the overall
social structure especially if their identity and background are not accepted or, to the contrary,
deemed pathological.
BMY Perspectives on the Influences of Standardized Testing and Evaluation
HCPS has been criticized regarding the performance of BMY on standardized testing. In
the 2014 complaint to the OCR, Marilyn Williams wrote “Unless one is willing to accept the
belief that black students are intellectually inferior ... then one must question why the district has
consistently had poor academic performance outcomes for black students” (Williams 2014:2).
The FCAT data below illustrates William’s point further. In both reading and math, over 50
percent of BMY performed unsatisfactory on the FCAT 2.0 in both third and eighth grade for the
2014-2015 school year in HCPS.
HCPS responded to this by encouraging highly qualified teachers to work in Title I, low
performing schools, through incentive bonus pay programs (Sokol 2016). However, many
stakeholders in education are concerned that this effort is not enough to address the below
satisfactory performance of BMY on standardized tests.

Table 9: HCPS 2014-2015 Testing Data Reading FCAT 2.0 Black Student Achievement
Grade

Third grade
Eight grade

# of
students
1,698
1,578

% in Achievement Levels
1

2

3

4

5

33%
39%

32%
29%

21%
21%

12%
8%

3%
3%
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Table 10: HCPS 2014-2015 Testing Data Math FCAT 2.0 Black Student Achievement
Grade

# of
students

Third grade
Eight grade

1,692
1,600

% in Achievement Levels
1
34%
43%

2
30%
26%

3
24%
23%

4
9%
6%

5
3%
2%

Source: Florida Department of Education Achievement Data http://www.fldoe.org/accountability/datasys/

AIM Academy takes a different and innovative approach to ensure above-level
performance and outcomes on high-stakes tests by all students. School-wide writing workshops
hosted by AIM Academy Board members, in-house tutoring, peer tutoring, daily schedule
changes in order for students to receive additional instructional time for math or ELA instruction,
after school tutoring, and extended instructional time are all common strategies used at AIM to
encourage student success on the Florida Standards Assessment (FSA), formerly known as the
FCAT 2.0. For the most part, this effort pays off tremendously, given AIM Academy’s high
performing status.
According to Florida Statute:
Third-grade students must participate in the statewide standardized assessment program required
by section 1008.22, F.S., and demonstrate proficiency in reading in order to be promoted to
fourth grade. Students not achieving a Level 2 or higher on the statewide assessment may qualify
for a good cause exemption. (Solochek June 2, 2016)
It is important to note that official high-stakes testing does not begin until third grade,
thus making third grade a pivotal year for all students. Research shows that if a student is not on
reading grade level by the end of third grade, they are less likely to be academically successful
(personal communication with District Resource Teacher August 2016). This puts a tremendous
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amount of pressure on all stakeholders, including BMY and their families. This sentiment was
also communicated by Ferguson.
The Researcher: “How were your academics in elementary school? How were your academic
grades?”
Ferguson: “My academic grades? I started getting A’s and B’s in third grade. So, you are saying
in first and second and stuff like that?”
The Researcher: “Well, whichever, yes.”
Ferguson: “I am going to start from kindergarten. In my kindergarten years, I had straight E’s. I
had prep school honor rolls. In first grade, I got E’s and S’s. In second grade, I got E’s and S’s.
In third grade, I started slipping a little bit.”
Here, Ferguson referred to an “E” for “Excellent,” and an “S” for “Satisfactory.” We continued:
The Researcher: “Why?”
Ferguson: “Because of the reading comprehension. The test that I took for a reading
comprehension and I failed the test. They gave me F’s, and when I got to fourth grade I started
getting A’s and B’s; in fifth grade A’s and B’s; in sixth-grade I got A’s and B’s and like two C’s;
and seventh grade, I have no idea.”
This miscommunication and misunderstanding of evaluation results is important to
discuss briefly. While the school system has traditionally assigned letter grades, the State tests
evaluation system ranks students based on if they are below, near, at, or above the state standard.
For instance, just because a student receives an “A” in math on their report card, does not
necessarily mean they are meeting the state standard for math (personal communication with
AIM Academy principal September 2016). This causes conflict and confusion with students and
their families because parents assume just because their child is receiving an “A” in a class, they
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are mastering the content on the State tests. What is becoming more apparent is that students are
awarded “A’s” and “B’s” based on if they complete all their assigned classroom tasks, not on
whether they are mastering the standard of the task accurately (see Table 12).

Table 11: Comparison of School and State Student Evaluation
Traditional grading system
Based on classwork, homework/projects,
and assessments

State Evaluation
system based on State
Standards

A=90-99 percent
B= 80-89 percent
C= 70-79 percent

4=Above Standard
3= At Standard
2= Near Standard

D=60-69 percent
1=Below Standard
F= anything below 59 percent
0=Not Attempted
Sources: HCPS standard report care; FLDOE score report

The results of high-stakes testing, especially third grade high-stakes testing, help
determine whether the student is progressing satisfactorily (personal communication with
principal in September 2015). This is one of the primary motivations for AIM Academy’s own
push for creating grades K-5 for the upcoming school year. The principal’s rationale is that if the
school can catch the students from the beginning of their education, then it will be able to ensure
that students have the consistent and adequate education to achieve on the third grade high-stakes
test. It is important to note that Jonathan, Chris, and Murphy were all retained in their early
primary school years mainly due to below-level reading performance on standardized testing.
All students are aware of how important it is to succeed on the tests and assessments
administered at AIM. This can be heard from passing conversations among them and the
tendency for some students to ask for help or clarification on concepts that may be on the test.
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However, there is no common reason or understanding of why the tests are important or why
they should even take them. Even more, testing is viewed as something that is part of the culture
of school, something you are supposed to do as a student, no questions asked.
The Researcher: “How do you feel your elementary education helped you as a black boy on your
way to becoming a black man?”
Jonathan: “It helped me at school to learn what I needed to learn to go to middle school but did
not teach me how to survive in life. They just gave me work, gave me tests and just gave me
grades.”
Here, I was able to get a better understanding of how Jonathan viewed his primary school
educational experiences. There appears to be no attachment, concern, or identification with what
was being taught and/or learned during his primary school years. Even more cause for concern
is the notion that the only thing school is teaching him how to be is just a good student.
Transition to middle school is often a problematic time for many students who are going into the
sixth-grade (personal communication with AIM Academy principal September 2016).
According to Aim Academy administrators, elementary schools do not adequately prepare
students for the amount of workload, and the different levels of peer to peer, and peer to adult
relationships that many sixth-graders will experience. This is another reason why AIM Academy
principal emphasized opening the lesser graders, K-fifth, to ensure that the transition to middle
school culture is smooth. She will ensure students have a smooth transition to middle school by
implementing middle school elements into their curriculum. This includes allowing the
intermediate grades, third-fifth, to transition to different classes for their subjects in science,
ELA, math, and social studies. From this experience, AIM Academy administrators stated that
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they hoped students would become stronger in their identity as scholars (personal
communication with Aim Academy principal and assistant principal September 2016).
Testing also plays a large role in the attitude and mental shifts in all stakeholders
involved, from students and their families to faculty and administrators. Once all individuals
directly involved in the outcome of the testing process understand what testing results mean to
their future, it is easy for them to begin to lose all hope regarding the role of education in their
lives. It also has a direct impact on a BMY’s self-esteem and self-worth.
Jonathan: “They said I was always behind in reading. But when I came here to this school, they
said I was always on level when reading. When I went to another school, they said I was on
level, too. But when I went to elementary, they always said I was always below in reading and
never was on level.”
The Researcher: “Why do you think they did that? Did you feel that you were below level?”
Jonathan: “No. I was reading perfectly. I don’t know why they did it. I guess they did not see
that I was reading right. I was confused.”
Granted, this situation is only heard from the BMY perspective. We do not know what kind of
data was collected to help administrators and faculty determine that Jonathan was not reading on
grade level at this one particular elementary school. After a review of Jonathan’s cumulative
folder, I found no standardized assessment data from his primary school years to support the
claim that Jonathan was reading below level. I did, however, find primary school report cards
which reported Jonathan to be below level in reading. Conversely, it is still troublesome that
individual students, who are impacted by labels, placement, and decisions made by
administrators and faculty, have limited understanding about how labels are based and the
overall process of determining that the student is not performing on grade level academically-
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speaking. Here, it is evident that the lack of communication, combined with testing result
interpretations and inconsistencies, feed into the disconnect that some BMY have towards school
and school practices.
In a PhotoVoice Session, held in April, 2016, I found this to be especially true. Jonathan
took a picture of the computer room, where all the standardized tests are administered. When I
displayed the image on the projector, all five BMY participants groaned in unison. Using the
SHOWeD Method, I began to ask all BMY specific questions relating to their images.
The Researcher: “So, what do you see here?”
Jonathan: “Pressure.”
Ferguson: “Stress.”
Patrick: “Anger.”
The Researcher: “How does this image relate to your lives?”
Patrick: “To show them what we are worth!”
Ferguson: “Well, I see a career. It is the start of my career.”
The Researcher: “Ferguson, would you please explain how this picture makes you think it is the
start of your career?”
Ferguson: “Well, if I can succeed on this test, I can succeed at anything!”
Murphy: “I think it is to show them what we are made of.”
The Researcher: “Wait, who is ‘them?’”
Jonathan and Murphy (simultaneously): “White people.”
Here, we are able to see the associations BMY make with testing. From this illustration,
BMY view testing in a negative light especially since passing and/or achieving on these tests
determines whether or not they will advance to the next grade level. Education is supposed to be
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a fun, engaging process where individuals are challenged to be the best they can be. However, it
is clear that there is a contradiction between what BMY want to become and what you have to do
to get there. When your own worth and value relies heavily on a test that has nothing to do with
what you want to become, then you feel pressure, stress, anger, and ultimately hopeless, about
the situation. At the same time, it is also interesting to note here how BMY in this study were
motivated by the approval from white people in their academic abilities. The AIM Academy
principal also observed this phenomenon.
“Ms. Fairweather, our setting isn’t for everybody. We get black students here all the time that
we have to send back to district schools and it turns out that they perform better there! Why?
Because they don’t want to show the white folks in the district that they are dumb! Here, they
are too familiar and comfortable with us. They do not put forth their best effort. But when they
head over to those white folk schools that is where we see their scores jump! They do their best.
So, that’s why I just let those students go. I won’t even fight for them to stay. If this
environment is for you, then you will flourish.”
I have heard a similar argument from a parent of an ESE student.
Parent: “Ms. Fairweather, I think I am going to withdraw my twins from this school.”
The Researcher: “Why? What happened? I thought our (IEP) meeting went well.”
Parent: “There is something about the principal that doesn’t sit well with me. I think it is
because she reminds me of my mother. I didn’t get along well with my mother.”
This is a sentiment expressed in the Education Trust Publication “Through Our Eyes:
Perspectives and Reflections from Black Teachers” (Griffin and Tackie 2016). In this
publication, the researchers found that students speak more respectfully to white teachers than
they do black teachers mainly due to feelings of familiarity.
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Another interesting association made by BMY is the comparison of “the system” to
“white people.” I have found that in most cases BMY, their families, teachers, and
administrators use terms such as “white people” and “the system” interchangeably. From
informal conversations with teachers and administrators, I have found that most of the time these
two terms are used interchangeably because, from their perspective, “white folks” created the
system. As a result, the consensus among educators and administrators at AIM Academy was
that no matter who is implementing the policies and procedures, the system will always belong to
and serve white people. In their eyes, one cannot be separated from the other, but realizing the
stakes of not putting forth their best instructional foot, educators and professionals are constantly
brainstorming ways to encourage student achievement on high-stakes tests. At the same time,
such as “the system” and “white people” also appear to refer to a particular mentality. When I
asked the AIM Academy principal to explain the difference between both concepts she pointed
out that,
“There is no difference. Both want to keep us down, as black people, as poor people. It really
doesn’t matter. Rich, white folks built the system for them and their kind. Not us. So, if we
manage to win in their system, that’s when we get on their radar. That’s why they (the district)
hated us so bad when we first opened in 2003. For the first seven years, we always maintained at
least $100,000 in our bank account and never had to borrow any money. Mr. King (pseudonym
for founding AIM Academy board member) was old school and didn’t like debt or to borrow
money. So, whenever we had to show our financial records to the state and district, they were
always surprised because we had all of these monies in our account, consistently. Usually
finances are the number one reason charter schools close. Anyway, not only did we have money
in the account, but we were also making gains with students the district had put on a path for
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alternative school. But when Mr. King bought that second school bus without the permission
from the rest of the school board, that’s when things starting going downhill. He should have
never bought that bus.”
Researcher Geneva Gay also considered the impact which not passing standardized tests
has on the social-emotional health of students. She argues that students may have a difficult time
separating their self-worth from achieving in school. While some students may hide their
emotions about not doing well in school, other students may express their feelings of frustration,
stress and pressure in other ways, as in acting out, indifference, and/or self-exclusion. Gay
argues for “micro educational reforms” (2000: 202) that focus on teaching practices and teaching
interactions in the classroom with students. By using this culturally responsive approach, Gay
claims that progress will be able to be made among the social-emotional health of students while
at the same time improving teaching practices and increasing school achievement.
BMY participant’s cumulative folders show a variety of different elements relating to
school discipline and educational exclusion. One of the first things I noticed was the disciplinary
record. All my research participants have a discipline file that dates back to their primary school
years. Some of their offenses range from inappropriate behavior in the classroom, class
disruption, bothering other students, and inappropriate behavior on the bus. Most of the
infractions resulted in suspension from school for three days or more.
Another important element I noticed was the amount of administrative attention given to
BMY. All of BMY research participants were either retained in primary school resulting in their
overage status in middle school, referred to a psychologist or social worker through the Response
To Intervention (RTI) process for special education evaluation, previously made eligible for
special education services, and/or diagnosed with ADHD and placed on a 504 Plan.
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Table 12: Student Referral Discipline History
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Table 13: BMY Participant Demographics
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Labeling and discipline appear to go hand-in-hand. It is theorized that students who have
behavior problems, especially in primary school, are more likely to have academic difficulties
which they are trying to mask (personal communication with ESE District Resource Teacher
December 2015). As a result, interventions such as behavior plans, behavior contracts, and
behavior charts are implemented to help decrease problem behaviors and avoid placement of the
student in special education programs. Here, it is important to note that a school receives
additional funds from IDEA for students who are found eligible for a behavior and/or academic
disability category (personal communication with ESE District Resource Teacher November
2016). This may or may not be the motivation behind placing students in “special programs,”
but it is still worth noting that structural forces have an impact on placement, not just individual
practices. It is equally important to note that the more students who are found eligible and
placed in Special Education, the more funding the school will receive and the more scrutiny a
school will be under from the State. This is one of the main reasons the AIM Academy principal
does not like to accept ESE students, or even place students in the ESE programs.
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“All this paperwork you have to do, Ms. Fairweather, just takes away from the time you could be
servicing students the way they need to be serviced in the classroom. They (the State) just cares
about you saying you helped the student through documentation, rather than you actually helping
them. Think about it, all the times the ESE District Resource teacher comes to see you, how
many times has he observed you providing accommodations and services to ESE students? All
he does is come and make sure you have completed your paperwork correctly. That’s it. That’s
why I don’t like to accept ESE students or even place incoming students as ESE. Granted, there
are some students who need the services, but the paperwork is just too much. And for what?
Some additional funding? It is not even worth it. It is a waste of time, energy and money. We
do what we have to do to make sure all of our students are making gains, progressing and are on
level. The paperwork is too much.”
Ms. Boris, Murphy’s mother, also expressed her concern about the labeling of black boys.
The Researcher: “What do you think are the top three current challenges and issues facing the
education of black male youth in HCPS?”
Ms. Boris: “These days and times everything is labeled. They look and label. You see this child,
they are labeling them just because another child, could be another black child, that parent
doesn’t care, wasn’t raised right, any of that, and here is your child and you can try and put them
on the same pedestal as that child and you shouldn’t do that. It’s mostly like labeling and putting
everyone on the same level. There’s no looking at a child different than looking at this child.
They’re comparing all of them to the same thing and it shouldn’t be like that. There are a lot of
different parents that raise their kids differently, like if they have dreads or something like that
they’re a thug. It’s not necessarily that your child is a thug, it could be a religion or anything, but
it’s all back to labeling a child.”
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All BMY participants spoke about a teacher during their primary school years that also
contributed to the shift in their view of school from favorable to unfavorable. All of the boys
stated that they felt the teacher who contributed to their shift was racist against them. All BMY
stated that they were either the only black student in these classes during their primary school
years and/or one of the few. They stated that the teacher, who was white, would often not take
them on field trips with the rest of the class, have them sit out in recess, or isolate them in the
classroom. They also stated they were often unfairly blamed for causing a particular problem in
the learning environment.
The Researcher: “Now, at what point did your opinion of school change? Was there a specific
experience that made you change your attitude towards school? Do you remember? Can you
describe that experience for me?”
Chris: “I was in class and I got in trouble one time and then the teacher would… I was in second
grade and every day in class after that one time we would be going through something and the
teacher would just call me out and started yelling and just called my parents for no reason, and I
always…like the spot light has always been on me. ‘He has been a class clown, disrupting’ and
all the kids would be like ‘What? He wasn’t even talking!’”
Here, Chris felt as if he were singled out just off the basis of his previous behaviors in the
classroom. The teacher already had preconceived ideas of what to expect from Chris and any
incident would deem Chris suspect. Once a negative reputation was created against BMY by
adult stakeholders, it was a challenge to change to a positive reputation. In other cases, BMY
felt they were treated as criminals by school personnel early in their education.
The Researcher: “At what point did your attitude about school change from favorable to
unfavorable? Can you recall a certain incident?”
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Jonathan: “Yes!”
The Researcher: “How old where you or what grade were you in?”
Jonathan: “I was in second grade. I was accused of stealing from the library book fair at my
elementary school. They found out it was not me, but they still suspended me. I still did the
suspension even after they found out it wasn’t me.”
The Researcher: “How many days were you suspended?”
Jonathan: “A whole week.”
We can see how the discretion of the teacher, or in this case the staff member, also impacts how
a BMY perceives and interacts with school. Jonathan’s view of school not only began to shift
from favorable to unfavorable, but it also caused him to distrust adults and possibly the overall
school system.
The Researcher: “How did you start to feel about school after second grade?”
Jonathan: “I did not want to go to school. I did not like it.”
The Researcher: “Any specific reason why?”
Jonathan: “I always felt like I would get the same treatment in any school, like they did to me
in…elementary school.”
From this interview selection, Jonathan shows that his background educational
experiences were unpleasant and, as a result, left a bad taste in his mouth towards school in
general. Whether he has realized it or not, this attitude has been carried with him through his
years of schooling and has impacted his academic and sometimes his conduct performance.
Researcher Hugh Mehan discusses an aspect of this phenomenon in his study Beneath the Skins
and Between the Ears: A Case Study in the Politics of Representation (1993). In this article,
Mehan explores how social structures, more specifically schools, are involved in the production
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of student identities. While Jonathan’s story is an example of how school assisted in the
production and development of his identity as an uninterested and disengaged youth, Mehan also
found that, in combination with school psychologist language and ideology, social structures
help to produce student identities based on “special” and “normal.” Here, Mehan points to the
power of social structural ideologies are set in places where students are categorically placed
based on behavior and/or academics.
While “excluded” is not a widely-used term to describe a student, terms such as
“dropout” and “at risk” are common (personal communication with ESE District Resource
Teacher October 2016). These predefined categories, created by the social structure,
systematically define students throughout their educational careers. Jonathan may not have
realized it, but the unspoken resentment and bitterness from his experiences in second grade
manifested in his behavior and attitude as he advanced in his grade levels, resulting in the
effortless production of an educationally excluded, at risk identity.
BMY Perspectives on Their Teachers
“Good teaching cannot be reduced to technique; good teaching comes from the identity and
integrity of the teacher” --Parker Palmer (1998:10).
At AIM Academy, administrators and faculty believe in cultivating relationships with
students and their families. They strongly believe in being honest about the school vision and
mission and who they are as faculty and staff. All teachers have a different style of building
rapport and relationships with students, but it is common practice for teachers to include students
and their families in the learning process as much as possible. At the same time, high
expectations are placed on students and their families to succeed. Administrators make it clear
that everyone is responsible for the education of a student. Due to this approach, AIM Academy
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administrators actively attempt to create a school culture which motivates and inspires students
to want to perform well on these high-stakes tests and to develop a desire to become life-long
learners. Whether they succeed or not depends on a number of factors.
I found that BMY participants were highly aware of the varying attitudes teachers in
general, and teachers at AIM more specifically, hold about them and the teaching profession.
Even if some teachers believe they are masking their true feelings for the job or the student, the
kids can still pick up that energy. Consider Patrick’s perception of AIM Academy:
The Researcher: “My next question then is: what would you tell someone about your current
school versus your previous school? What would you tell someone if they asked you to compare
and contrast?”
Patrick: “It is a major step up.”
The Researcher: “OK.”
Patrick: “I have teachers who really care about me here and I have a few teachers that I really
personally connect to. At my old school, it was all-boys school and I did not feel right, like, now
at the current school that I’m at. It is kind of…. I would almost say perfect.”
The Researcher: “And what role did teachers play in this? Teachers, administrators, board
members. What role did they play in this experience?”
Patrick: “They do play a master role. Just recently my teachers found out I went to the hospital.
They were very supportive when I came back on campus. They said I can come speak to them at
any time. I tried to commit suicide. I had cut my arm up with a blade and I went to a hospital
and my mom, she caught me, she was in tears, I was in tears, too, and she said, ‘I am going to
ask you a question and I want you to be honest with me,’ and I already knew what she was going
to, like, say but I listened and she was like, ‘Do you like boys?’ and I said, ‘Yes.’ And then she
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was like, ‘Do you like girls?’ and I said, ‘Yes, Mom.’ She looked like, ‘I want you to know that I
am going to be here through every choice you make and whatever you go through. Remember
what I told you when you were a baby.’ And I knew what she was going to say, it is me and her
against the world.”
This is an important point to consider when educating BMY. Patrick mentioned in an earlier
interview that he liked this school better than others because he felt he could speak to some of
the teachers here and “be himself.”
The Researcher: “Describe some of your experiences with administrators and teachers at your
previous school; the school you attended before you came here.”
Patrick: “My principal was very weird, really weird. He called me to the office. I walk in the
office. We usually do not get called to the office for good things, so walking in the office, I was
kind of scared. He is like ‘Son, are you gay?’ He is country.”
The Researcher: “How did he look?”
Patrick: “He was an older, white man. So, I am like, ‘Why would you ask me something like
that?’ and he is like, ‘Because my son told me you are gay.’
The Researcher: “His son went to the school?”
Patrick: “He was a horrible child. Gosh, he was horrible. I got bullied by him mostly, but at the
end of the year, I found out that he was gay and he was afraid to tell his dad. That is why he
picked on me, because I was open and he used to talk to me about it and I used to be the one who
listens, and at the end of the year I went to his birthday party, and he finally told his dad, and I
was there by his side and his dad did not know. He told his dad and he finally came out of the
closet. And to me, I was so proud of him. He still keeps in touch with me and he is fine. He has
found a guy who loves him for who he is and his dad has to learn and has to live to accept that.
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That is still his son and he will have to love him. As a matter of fact, he has to show more love to
him because the world is going to be against him.”
The Researcher: “So, finish that conversation you had with your principal when he brought you
to his office.”
Patrick: “Oh, gosh. That conversation was so funny for me, because he was like, ‘Why are you
gay?’ then I was like ‘Because, I am’ and he was like, ‘Okay, what kind of boys do you go
after?’ and I was like “Really, is this the question that you should be asking me?’ and so he look
like, ‘You know what, if you are, be who you are, but if you not, be you not’ and that is how he
leaves it. He really said ‘Be you not’ and I couldn’t help but laugh. He left it at that and he gave
me a hug and then he was like ‘I just want you to feel comfortable at this school’ but then when I
walked out of that office, he had told everyone in the big office so you know, and almost
everyone heard it and I walked out. When he found out that I found out that he told everyone he
was like ‘Are you okay?’ and I was like ‘I do not care anymore. Yes, I am, if you do not like it
deal with it,’ and that is where I finally found myself; and why be ashamed for something if you
cannot change it? So, I embraced it.”
Some BMY and their families like to work with, and respond well to, educators they can
connect with on different levels. It is clear that all stakeholders have a similar goal: to advance
BMY in their education in order for them to become successful adults. At the same time, there is
a level of honesty and vulnerability an educator needs to possess, both in their teaching and in
their identity, in order to encourage and even inspire a BMY to want to perform (Parker 2000).
This does not mean that that AIM Academy is not without incidences of an educator’s behaviors
in the classroom which are found to be contrary to these goals.
The Researcher: “OK, so what would you tell someone about your current school?”
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Murphy: “Well, my current school, it was great at first but then it started getting, like, confusing.
Teachers were trying to do too much discipline by coming into another teacher’s class and trying
to teach their other class. And they try to teach two classes at once. It was weird, like there is a
teacher who just came into class and he started teaching, trying to teach the classroom, telling us
what to do when we are trying to do our work.”
The Researcher: “Telling the students what to do or the teacher what to do?”
Murphy: “The students.”
In other words, when the path and the message to academic achievement are not clear and
specific to both teachers and students, then it can disrupt and confuse the learning environment
and may confuse students who may already struggle. Even more, when administrators and
faculty are not in agreement regarding the path to take towards academic achievement, it causes
disruption within the learning environment and the school as a whole. What happens when a
teacher is lacking the ability to be honest about their own weaknesses and where they come
from? How does this impact BMY relationship with education? What follows is an experience
I detailed in my field notes to help illustrate and answer these questions.
One day Jonathan came into the classroom and asked if he could talk to me. I had no
idea what he wanted to speak about, but I was busy with other students so I sent him away with
the promise that we would meet up later that afternoon during my lunch break. About 15
minutes later, he returned and asked if he could finish a project that was due. I agreed, but
reminded him that he needed to get permission from his teacher in order to come into my class.
At this point, he began to get frustrated.
Jonathan: “Ms. Fairweather, I do not like her!”
I looked at him, shocked at the level of intensity in his voice.
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The Researcher: “Jonathan, I understand how you feel. However, you must follow the rules and
get permission from your teacher to come to another classroom. She is responsible for you and
can get into trouble if something happens to you.”
Jonathan: “Ms. Fairweather, you don’t understand. As soon as I go into the classroom she will
yell at me! Plus, it is not like we are doing anything in the class anyway. It’s stupid. All we are
doing is silent reading. I already know how to read.”
I just stared at him, unsure of what to say. The professional educator side of me wanted to tell
him that it was inappropriate for him to speak about an adult, my colleague, in this way, but the
researcher wanted him to continue so I could get some new insights into his current educational
experiences.
Jonathan: “Ms. Fairweather, she is not a good teacher. She tries to act professional and use big
words to hide that fact that she really is ghetto! She doesn’t even know how to use big words
correctly. It is an embarrassment!”
BMY participants also picked up on a teacher’s feelings about their teaching job. During our
PhotoVoice Session, Patrick showed a picture he took of a teacher’s behavior during a classroom
activity.
The Researcher: “OK, so what do you see here?”
Patrick: “Mr. R., looking bored.”
The Researcher: “Oh, so you took this picture?”
Patrick: “Yes, ma’am.”
The Researcher: “OK, well, what is really happening here?”
Patrick: “I don’t know, Ms. Fairweather. He just looks super bored.”
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The Researcher: “OK, and how does this situation impact you? How does this relate to your life
in particular?”
Patrick: “Well, on this particular day, I did not want to do any work even though the rest of the
class looked like they were having fun playing the game. I still did not want to play or do any
work.”
The Researcher: “Well, why did you feel this way? Why did this situation exist?”
Patrick: “Well, it is complicated. I have to do the work, but I don’t like civics. At all!”
The Researcher: “I understand. What can we do about it?”
Patrick: “Make it more exciting.”
Patrick shared his frustrations with being bored in the classroom on several different occasions.
However, the main difference here is that the image of his teacher reminded him of emotions he
felt towards his civics class. Granted, this is a tremendous responsibility put on teachers to have
to constantly entertain students in the classroom to encourage them to feel excited about what
they are learning. At the same time, it is equally important to note that students can immediately
pick up on whether a teacher feels passionate about the subject matter or not.
For the most part, students enrolled in AIM are engaged in the learning process and the
faculty who teach at AIM bring with them enough life and educational experiences to help
students compete in the global market. Even if they cannot clearly identify what AIM Academy
faculty bring to the classroom, BMY recognize and are aware of this phenomenon.
The Researcher: “What would you tell someone about your current school? Your present school.
If someone were to ask you, ‘How do you like your present school?’ what would you tell them?”
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Ferguson: “I would tell them that my school is very amazing and I would try to convince them to
come here because they are very strict about education and their teachers love their students the
way they love learning.”
The Researcher: “What would you say about your previous schools that you have attended?”
Ferguson: “My previous school, I guess it was OK. Some of the teachers were kind of on and
off.”
Here, Ferguson shows that he prefers his teachers to be consistent in their attitudes,
beliefs, and actions. This may help him to believe that he can achieve and advance towards his
goals. Even more, if educators and administrators follow through on their belief system and
educational philosophy, then students are able to feel the “realness” of the educator. According
to the principal, when a teacher is honest with students, are not afraid to be vulnerable when in
the classroom, and uses creativity and flexibility during instruction, students become excited to
learn. Through this process, students begin to see that education matters. As a result, the
responses and behaviors of BMY will shift towards a more favorable attitude towards school and
education.
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BMY Perspectives on Producing Educational Inclusion
“It is not pure idealism, let it be further observed, to refuse to await a radical change in the world
in order to begin to insist on a change in language. Changing language is part of the process of
changing the world. The relationship, language-thought-world, is dialectical, processual,
contradictory relationship.” -- Paulo Freire (1992:56).

It is important to consider both the ways educational exclusion is produced and the ways
educational inclusion is being produced. Towards the end of the 2015-2016 school year, BMY
participants revealed the ways they felt more included in their learning environment. I observed
a shift in attitude towards school and, more importantly, a shift in how they view themselves as
students. In the next section I will describe ways AIM Academy has attempted to create an
inclusive environment alongside BMY perspectives on creating an all-inclusive learning
environment.
The AIM Academy principal reminds faculty daily that students pay attention to what we
as faculty members do, not just what we say. My data collection suggests that language and
representations are important educational components for inclusion in AIM Academy. For
instance, AIM Academy uses the word “scholar” instead of “student” because the term “student”
means an individual is just a passive receiver of information. On the other hand, “scholar” is
college-readiness language. It means that the individual studies the subject and really grasps the
knowledge for themselves (personal communication with AIM Academy principal September
2015).
Charter schools must abide by state mandates and academic standards, but the individual
charter school boards have more flexibility in deciding how students will meet those state
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standards. For instance, the AIM Academy principal tries to have two highly-qualified teachers
in a classroom at least three times a week. Her belief is that students require more attention to
their behavioral and academic needs. In addition, teachers support each other by planning
lessons together, using a variety of instructional strategies to engage students, and helping the
whole class build knowledge together. Due to limited resources, however, it is difficult to have
two teachers in the classroom on a regular and daily basis. This flexibility is a catalyst for
producing an all-inclusive learning environment.
Even more, AIM Academy incorporates multicultural elements and critical thinking
activities into their curriculum, such as Black History Month celebrations, the Brain Bowl,
school-wide spelling bees, Hispanic History Month celebrations, and the Taste of Culture events.
According to the AIM Academy principal, school events help students become excited about the
school, engaged with learning, and willing participants in the learning process. It helps to unite
the diverse individuals on campus and create an all-inclusive and safe learning environment
(personal communication with AIM Academy community organizer Fall 2015).
One event, the First Annual Brain Bowl, was hosted at AIM in early January 2016 where
students competed against local radio personalities. The Brain Bowl was a trivia contest where
contestants answered questions about various black History topics on live radio. The theme was
black history in America and important black “firsts.” The purpose of this event was to bring
awareness to the school, the students, and the overall school culture to the community. This
competition also aligned with AIM Academy’s main goal to have black history implemented in
the school curriculum all school year, not just for one month. In return, board members and
administrators hoped to increase student enrollment and bring in potential sponsors and donors.
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Ten students prepared for and participated in the Brain Bowl and other AIM students
were encouraged to attend the event to support their peers. The turnout for this event was a
success; AIM faculty, numerous students and their families, and members of the community all
attended the event. The Brain Bowl had a strong influence on Chris who was in attendance for
the Brain Bowl. Although he did not participate in the trivia contest, he was inspired and
motivated by the event. From his PhotoVoice data and our PhotoVoice session, Chris explained:
The Researcher: “OK, so what do we see here?”
Chris: “I see here an interesting picture that shows four educated people with a huge bold title
that shows ‘Brain Bowl.’”
The Researcher: “OK, you took this picture, right Chris?”
Chris: “Yes.”
The Researcher: “So, what is happening here then?”
Chris: “Well, I see an educated grown-up team, known as ‘WIMP,’ and they have challenged
our young students from AIM Academy to an education Jeopardy game event.”
The Researcher: “Great! Why does this situation exist?”
Chris: “Because we help and show other children what studying and taking school very seriously
can help you with life and everything. And you can get rewarded.”
The Researcher: “What can we do about this situation?”
Chris: “We can help set up more events like this Brain Bowl to encourage and help our students
do better in school so that they can be recognized.”
Chris, along with many other students at AIM Academy, was very excited to be a part of the
Brain Bowl experience, even as a spectator. From this session, Chris was proud to be part of the
AIM Academy family and school. He felt included in the school environment and setting. He
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also saw potential in what he could become if he did his best and focused. This level of pride
from Chris stems from his belonging to an institution that uses creative ways for students to
demonstrate their intelligence. It is also important to note how valuable Chris felt to belong to an
organization that promoted his well-being and a part of his identity.
Another way AIM Academy administrators and faculty produces an all-inclusive learning
environment is by emphasizing the social-emotional health of students through restorative
practices. By using principles from restorative practice such as communication, active listening
and an open and safe environment for expression, AIM Academy is able to maintain a low
suspension rate as compared to other HPCS middle schools, a reduction in school physical fights,
a low rate of bullying, and no need for a school resource officer (Hopkins 2004; Liebmann
2007). According to a September 29, 2015 HCPS school board webcast, black males were given
2,348 days of suspensions from the beginning of the school year in August 2015 until September
29, 2015. From August 2015-September 2015, AIM Academy had zero suspensions.
In the beginning of August 2015, all AIM Academy administrators, faculty, and staff
were trained on restorative practices in a professional development workshop hosted on the AIM
Academy campus. During this workshop, Charter Company facilitators, (personnel from the
management company) focused on five key areas of behavior management in order to restore
positive behaviors among students and reduce the amount of suspensions in schools. These areas
include:
1. Addressing and discussing the needs of the school community and culture.
2. Building healthy relationships between educators, students and families.
3. Resolving conflict by holding individuals, students and groups of students accountable.
4. Reducing, preventing and improving harmful and unsuccessful behaviors.
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5. Repairing harm and restoring positive relationships between educators and students, students and
students, and administrators and students.
AIM Academy officially adopted the restorative practice model from the Charter Company and
teachers and students could see results. The restorative practice philosophy is to promote healthy
relationships and positive behavior management through communication and other interventions
rather than relying on punitive measures to manage behavior (meeting notes from Professional
Development workshop August 2016). Consider one incident the principal shared with me. This
was an incident between a female eighth grade student and a male eighth grade student. Since
the time school began, these students would constantly argue with each other, which was strange
considering that groups were separated by gender. However, one of the arguing incidents led to
the female student slapping the male student in the cafeteria. So, the male student hit her back,
hard, in front of everyone, and both students were sent to the office.
The typical and almost standard consequence for a student hitting another student is a
suspension. However, using the restorative practice philosophy, the principal sat and spoke with
the students individually and then brought them together. She found out that both students
would consistently tease each other, until it turned serious. Once it turned serious, then they
would argue. However, there was a deeper issue at hand. The male student was frustrated with
his home life where he and his three brothers were adopted by the same woman and he expressed
sadness and anxiety that he did not know his biological mother. At the same time, the female
student lived with her father, and she too was frustrated because she only had limited access to
her mother who lived in another state and who spoke Spanish, no English, making it difficult for
them to communicate (the female student did not speak Spanish).
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Once the principal had both students speak with each other, they were able to find out
that they had more in common than they thought. The principal also shared with me that both
students felt as if their home life was only unique to them and no one else shared this experience.
According to the principal, once the students were able to see they were not the only ones who
had this home life experience, they were able to relate with each on a different, more positive
level. The male student was reprimanded for putting his hands on a female and was told of the
negative consequences that could happen to him if he did this as an adult. The female student
was also given a firm warning. In the end, however, once the students began to see that other
people have similar realities as they do, the principal reasoned that they will no longer feel as if
they are in the battle alone (Personal communication with AIM Academy principal October
2015).
AIM Academy board and administrators used the term “restorative practices” and
consciously made deliberate efforts in implementing elements of these practices on a schoolwide basis.
The Researcher: “How do you feel about restorative practices? Do you feel that that’s an
effective way to address inequitable discipline?”
Mr. Teague: “Restorative? Yes, I think it’s an effective way of addressing... right, because one of
the basic elements, or tenants, of restorative practices are an appreciation for the individual
outside of the classroom. So, in order to properly implement restorative practices, I need to
understand more about the child, the circumstances of that child, and the challenges and issues
that the child is dealing with. So, a child that is struggling with separation to begin with is not
going to respond to a disciplinary action that involves separation the same as a child who is not.
So, I need to understand that in order to be able to identify the right type of practice that will
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produce the desired effect in every child. We got out of it just being a zero-tolerance kind of
approach to infractions and outcomes or infractions and their consequences.”
The Researcher: “OK. What does restorative practice look like?”
Mr. Teague: “Restorative practice looks like the principal talking with a student one-on-one to
understand where they are coming from, to understand their background. A lot of times you may
have adults in the school who are too busy to really sit and talk with the student. It is also
important to have diversity within the adults working in the school. Students like to see people
who look like them, and who look different from them and have different background
experiences they can share in the classroom. Diversity within adult stakeholders also helps with
implementing restorative practices. Students and their families sometimes respond differently to
adult professionals who look like them, who appear to have been through similar struggles as
them. These individuals want or need someone to relate to their struggles, because then
understanding will occur.”
It is important here to gain an understanding of BMY own perspectives on restorative
practices. What kind of influence do restorative practices have on educational inclusion?
During an interview with Jonathan, he shows how restorative practices encouraged him to
participate more in the school environment.
The Researcher: “So, when you were in third grade, this happened, your brother was shot?”
Jonathan: “Yes, ma’am.”
The Researcher: “And you continued to go to school, but you noticed that is when everything
started to decline because this was happening at home and you felt like maybe nobody
understands? Tell me about that.”
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Jonathan: “I felt, I know later in the year, like further on, I had two more brothers pass away.
Another one got shot, but that was not gang related, it was wrong place at the wrong time type of
thing. And my other brother died of sickle cell. When I had those two brothers still with me, I
know we felt something like we used to come home, like, every day we used to have a bad
report, my dad used to sit down with us, talk to us and in the living room, saying ‘You know
your brother passed away. Don’t feel like you need to act out. Don’t act out because he is gone,
because he wouldn’t want you to act out.’ Because I know, I felt like he was acting out, so I am
going to pick up where he left off. That type of thing.”
The Researcher: “What do you think the school could have done to help you more?”
Jonathan: “Talk to me. Like this school, they sit down and talk to you. In the other school, it is
either you do the work, cooperate, or you get out, suspended.”
Many faculty members at AIM Academy often engage with restorative practices to manage a
student’s behavior. These tactics prove to be a somewhat effective measure in prompting
students to reflect and think about their actions. Another PhotoVoice session revealed the
importance of restorative practices for discouraging exclusion among BMY.
The Researcher: “What does this sign mean to you? What is it? What do we see here? You took
a picture of it right, Patrick?”
Patrick: “Well, yes. It says, ‘You Can Pass With Hard Work.’ I can’t remember what class I
was in.”
The Researcher: “Keep going; it is OK.”
Patrick: “Oh, it was in math class!”
The Researcher: “OK.”
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Patrick: “Basically, I was feeling bad that day and I didn’t really know how to, like, do work so I
didn’t want to do it and Mrs. Price [pseudonym] told me to go and look at the poster so I went
and I looked at it for a sec and I took a picture of it.”
The Researcher: “Do you believe in it?”
Patrick: “Slightly, because eventually I feel like I will because I am still young and I have not
really grasped what the poster really means.”
The Researcher: “Patrick brought up a really good question. He said, ‘I don’t know what my
purpose is.’ Do you know what our purpose is?”
Jonathan: “To make it to heaven. But my earth purpose, my own, like, my own earth purpose is
to be someone, that means something to somebody.”
Murphy: “I have a history, to do things in, in a bad mindset. But, well, things come in front of it.
It make(s) me to don’t want to be on that side and go to the other side I used to be on. But my
good side is still fighting the bad side off. That is my purpose.”
The Researcher: “OK. So, your purpose is to fight your bad side off by using your good side?”
Murphy: “Uh-huh.”
Patrick: “To me, it’s not. It is half of that. Like, I don’t, like, I feel like I am not worth nothing
so breathing really is all I got. I feel I grow up like I don’t have a purpose. It is not really like
that. It is more like, like, you know, how everybody has the things that makes them, you know,
things that make them special, unique? I feel like I really haven’t seen that yet.”
In addition to community events and restorative practices, AIM Academy also hosts vocational
and technical education interactive presentations. This is common practice used in the AIM
Academy to help produce an inclusive and engaging learning environment. For American
Education Week in November, the AIM Academy commits the entire week, not just one day, to
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opening its doors to guest speakers in the community. During this week, students are exposed to
different professions and individuals who are doing different things in the community. Even
though similar themes relating to success, college, education, and positive attitudes are
communicated by these guest speakers, students are exposed to the different career and postsecondary options that either are available to them or can be created by them.

Once a week a

guest graduate medical student from the University of South Florida comes and speaks to
students about health and healthy practices. Field trips and intramural sports are also common
practice.
The Researcher: “Now, what would you tell someone about your current school that you attend?
What would you, if someone was to say, ‘How do you like your current school?’ What would
you tell them?”
Murphy: “I would tell them that I am liking my current school because it is fun and you get
different fieldtrips and different things like, like, going to the ‘Nut Cracker’ and the Nature’s
Classroom, and you get to go to like play-offs in basketball stuff and football and then you can
run on track. I like that they have people come in and talk to us, too. And I think that was
good.”
Promoting and implementing an all-inclusive learning environment involves a lot of time,
energy, and resources. Consistency plays a large role in this process. If students know the
expectations of their academic and conduct performances, and understand the consequences that
are tied to these expectations, then it is more likely they these students will behave accordingly.
The Researcher: “What do you think administrators can do to improve the educational
experiences and outcomes of black male youth in schools? What can administrators do?”
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Mr. Donald: “Well, I think, across the board, they have to set up some type of consistency plan. I
keep going back to that, but it has to be a consistency plan. You can't do something over here
different and everybody is doing their own different thing. You can't do that.”
The Researcher: “OK, then. So, then what does equitable discipline look like to you? How does
that look?”
Mr. Donald: “Consistency. It’s one word: ‘consistency.’ It has to be consistent and students
recognize consistency.”
The Researcher: “Yes, they do. The number one thing they recognize even if they don’t know
what the word is, they know. Kids in general recognize consistency.”
Mr. Donald: “Exactly. If you’re not consistent ‘Why is it that you let them do it, but won’t let me
do it?’ Right?”
The Researcher: “I get that all the time! I want to say ‘Because I don’t like you!’ but I can’t say
that!”
Mr. Donald: “So, my philosophy is no one is going to the restroom! Read my lips: No one!
Consistency.”
Concluding Remarks:
How do masculinity, ethnicity, peer interactions, social class, home environment, and
ideological influences all work together to produce exclusion of BMY? The production of
exclusion, through the emic perspective of BMY was a complex process to uncover, but became
visible on multiple levels. Perhaps the most evident level of exclusion production was the home
environment versus educational experiences of BMY during their primary and intermediate
school years. The more issues that occurred in their home environment, the more issues they
experienced in schools. Because exclusion was produced so early in BMY participants’
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educational experiences, they entered AIM Academy with the expectation of not having access
to certain environments. There are policies, rules, and procedures at AIM Academy in place to
protect all individuals on the campus and allow the school day to run smoothly. However, the
implementation of these policies with the interaction of BMY assumptions and expectations
about school resulted in the production of exclusion.
From this data, it was also revealed on another level that BMY were not fully conscious
of the elements that produced their own exclusion, yet they were aware that exclusion is the final
outcome of the events. They see exclusion as a natural experience and process of going to
school. One prime example became visible through the description of BMY relationships with
their peers. This was revealed as a complex and contradictory experience. One minute students
were getting along with each other and interacting appropriately in class. The next minute
students were engaged in arguments back and forth and conflict.
From my observations and interviews, with the exception of Patrick, it is still unclear
what triggered BMY difficulties in interpersonal relationships with peers. But, it was clear that
they wanted to show their “toughness” by not backing down when someone makes fun of them.
When it becomes clear that their peers will not stop teasing them, and the teachers do not address
the conflict to their satisfaction, BMY in this study said and demonstrated out of frustration that
they will self-exclude.
Developing an identity associated with white society, or “acting white,” was not revealed
as a major roadblock to the academic success of BMY in this study. Instead, the information in
this ethnography disclosed that it was to the benefit of BMY to “act white” as to progress in
educational institutions. Exclusion was produced here by the level of familiarity and affinity
some BMY and their families felt towards AIM Academy educators and administrators.
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As we continue through the levels, we see that masculinity and ethnic identity were innately
intertwined with each other as key producers of exclusion. BMY in this research hold their own
views on what it means to be a man to an adolescent boy who growing up to become a man.
They pull this information from a variety of sources that include male figures in their
community, in their homes, and in the school. When these three resources, which contribute to
their identity formation, contradict each other, exclusion became the product.
Even more, when the black male authority figures contradicted themselves, showed
misalignment between their actions, and words and took their positions too far, BMY in this
research were left with feelings of confusion and distrust. Still, all of these social forces
interacted under the umbrella of the ideology of teachers and administrators and the structural
constraints of the State. BMY enter classrooms and testing sites, expected by educator
professionals to be ready to learn, focus, and perform, but they are still trying to make sense of
their previous experiences, activities, and any emotions and concerns that are held within
themselves. All of these interacting social forces create an energy within a school that is difficult
to describe, understand, and contain; yet this energy can still be seen, with the appropriate
perspective, as transferring and converting to various forms that all lead to the production of
exclusion.
PhotoVoice was especially helpful in this section of the ethnography. As an
anthropologist and educator, I learned the power of using images, discussing these images, and
creating a space for individuals to share their stories. For BMY, especially during the SHOWeD
method sessions, their voices became the authority of their realities, rather than an adult
interpretation of their realities. For instance, I would have never known the amount of abuse
BMY experienced collectively during their primary-aged school years if they did not share their
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images and the related stories which provoked these memories. Consequently, as an educator, I
began to understand how Murphy was slower to process information as compared to his peers,
due to the physical abuse of his father. Due to the number of tragedies and adversities Jonathan
experienced during his primary aged school years, I began to realize how he could develop such
a high awareness of life and still make poor choices and be indifferent about the consequences.
As an anthropologist, I developed an awareness regarding how BMY in this research
shaped their worlds. Chris’s images told a different story of overcoming adversity by
maintaining a balance of community, family and school. His diverse photos along with detailed
captions, illustrated that he was not necessarily the victim or perpetrator of his circumstances.
Rather he was in total control of shaping his own reality and cultural forces that surround this
(Bucholtz 2002).
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CHAPTER SEVEN:
CONTRIBUTION TO ANTHROPOLOGICAL THEORY
“Schooling is given a privilege role in intellectual development” -- Lave and Wenger (1991:61)
Theoretical Objective
The theoretical objective of this study is to show how cultural, moral, historical, political,
sociocultural, structural, and individual processes produce and/or reproduce educational
exclusion of BMY in a school system. Educational exclusion of BMY therefore becomes the
direct object of study. Framed in interdisciplinary research traditions of understanding human
practice, this multidimensional study seeks to fit within the existing theoretical literature that
examines the production and/or reproduction of identities within a sociocultural system (Chaiklin
1993; Lave and Wenger 1991). The concept of learning is used here, not in the traditional sense
of cognitive ability, but in the sense of understanding how individuals become, or do not
become, active and sustained participants in the school system (Fuhrer 1993; Lave 1993a).
I will briefly outline the different contexts featured in this study. The desegregation and
integration processes played a large role in setting the foundation for exclusion in schools
(historical, structural, and political). With desegregation and integration underway, ethnicity,
masculinity, in combination with family background and social class, became interacting
elements which began to play a large role in producing exclusion among BMY (at the
sociocultural and individual levels). BMY definition and description of masculinity may not be
the same as those of individuals in power and/or meet the standard definition. In addition to this
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point, skills acquired from BMY’s family and community may not coincide with the standard
skill set required in the school system, resulting in BMY feelings of inadequacy and failure
(moral, individual, and structural). All these different contexts, interacting in a community of
practice, plays a role in the (re) production of excluded identities. However, this still doesn’t
adequately describe the production of exclusion as a practice.
In Learning to Labor, Willis states (1977:175): “The profound-though not limitlessuncertainty at the heart of the system should warn against too functionalist a view of class
cultural processes. Certainly, for instance, the circles of contradiction and unintention described
in this book ‘work’ for capitalism at this point in time. But so, must any system ‘work’ which is
stable enough to be studied. There must therefore always be a functional level of analysis in
reproduction.” I would like to focus on Willis’s last statement, emphasizing the importance of
analyzing reproduction in a sociocultural system by framing this study in the legitimate
participation peripheral framework (LPP).
Typically, LPP has been used to analyze informal school settings, such as
apprenticeships, because of the high rate of visible participation involved (Lave 1993a). The
focus of this perspective is on the ways individuals acquire different skills. In an apprenticeship
setting, unskilled and unknowledgeable individuals just entering the vocational setting become
masters of the specific trade they are learning. These individuals engage in a community of
practice, or the location of where the body of knowledge is located (Lave 1993a). They are also
entering on the periphery in the community of practice with a goal of advancing towards the
center position of mastering the specific trade of practice in which they are acquiring skills
(Hoffman and Evans 2004). Not only are newcomers reproducing the specific trade and
practice(s) in the learning environment, they are also reproducing their identities, their craft, and
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even the learning environment. Both newcomers and masters are active participants in
reproducing all elements in the learning environment (Lave and Wenger 1991). This concept of
learning, then, gradually grows into a more nuanced understanding and description of learning
“as an aspect of culturally, historically situated activity” (Lave 1993b:30).
Formal schooling, on the other hand, involves students becoming experts or achieving
mastery in the subjects they are taught, such as math, English language arts, social studies,
and/or science. Information is transferred from teacher to student in a learning environment,
rather than being created and produced as in an apprenticeship situation (Lave and Wenger
1991). Elsewhere, LPP has been described as being difficult to accurately apply to formal school
settings for a variety of reasons (Hoffman and Evans 2004; Lave 1993a; Lave and Wenger
1991). One reason is due to the challenge in determining what students are exactly reproducing.
Are students reproducing school culture? Reproducing their teachers? Are they reproducing a
specific practice through a task given to them in class, or something entirely different than
everything just suggested?
Based on the information collected in this research, it was revealed that there were
unintentional elements and practices being produced and reproduced in the formal school setting
that went beyond school culture, identities, academics, and/or the specific subject taught in the
classroom. What was being learned and acquired by BMY went beyond the classroom,
instructional practices, and the curriculum. While successful students, high achieving students,
and life-long learners were being (re)produced, identities associated with failure, inadequacy,
and exclusion were also (re) produced among some BMY students at AIM Academy. Because
of this evidence, I argue that a modified LPP approach is useful to understand and reveal the
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social forces and practices that include, encourage, exclude, and prevent students from becoming
actively engaged in a formal school setting.
The school system, as a collection of sociocultural institutions, is a highly-organized
machine which holds an incredible responsibility to producing and reproducing identities of
children and youth. When BMY enter school, they enter as newcomers who need to build upon
their assumed basic skill set, presumably learned in a family institution, in order to master
proficiency standards and advance to the next grade level in the institution of said school. At the
same time, BMY enter into four distinct levels of community practice: the state department of
education (FLDOE), the school district, the school environment, and the classroom environment.
BMY then must have the (response) ability to fit into various levels of communities of
practice, some visible and some invisible, in order to truly be successful in the formal school
system. Even more, just as some BMY are able to become successful masters of the classroom
and school culture, district policy, and the State standards to successfully advance through the
sociocultural system, the framework used in this research locates the failure of other BMY in
these same communities of practice. According to researchers, since successful learning is
already institutionalized through diagnoses, assessments, evaluation, and detection, failing to
learn also becomes an inevitable, institutionalized process through the same methods (Kvale
1993; McDermott 1993; Mehan 1993). One cannot have the phenomenon without the other. If
someone is successful, someone must fail. If someone is to become included in the
sociocultural system, then someone must become excluded from the same system.
This phenomenon fits into the existing theoretical literature on the sociocultural
production and reproduction of youth identities associated with the “failure to learn” (Kvale
1993; McDermott 1993; Mehan 1993; Minick 1993; Fine 1991). In Lave’s article, “The Practice
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of Learning,” she discusses how traditional research on learning has been limited to a “process
contained in the mind of the learner and have ignored the lived-in world” (1993b:7). While a
perspective that focuses on the mind of the learner is useful in some research and school
contexts, it does not capture the variety and multidimensionality of the human being and human
experience in everyday practices (Toren 2012). Instead, Lave (1993b) encourages researchers to
focus more on what is being learned, the social situation in which learning is occurring, and the
individuals involved in the social situation where learning is occurring.

Towards a Modified LPP Analysis
I will now provide an analysis of the ethnographic data using a modified LPP framework.
Keep in mind that these themes were inspired by, and built upon, existing literature in
anthropology and social theory as well as the data collected from this research.
These themes include:
1. Masculinity and Ethnicity
2. Self-Exclusion and Peer Interactions
3. Social Class and Home Environment
4. Social Structural Forces
5. Ideological Influences
I will now critically document and describe educational exclusionary practices by using
the six areas of analysis offered by the LPP framework. However, the LPP theoretical
framework, at it now stands, cannot adequately explain all the processes that were uncovered
through the ethnography. Herein lies the theoretical contribution of this dissertation. In order to
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understand how the LPP framework should be modified, we need to first understand the
theoretical model as articulated by Lave and her associates.
As discussed in Chapter 2, Lave and Wenger break down the LPP framework using six
areas of analysis that include, “structuring resources for learning in practice,” “the place of
knowledge,” “the problem of access,” “discourse and practice,” “motivation and identity,” and
“contradictions, change, continuity, and displacement” to analyze learning (1991:89-113). These
areas provide a way to analyze the characteristics of legitimate peripheral participation that
include how individuals gain legitimate access to, are able to participate in, and are able to move
from the periphery in the community of practice to full participation in the scene (Lave 1993a).
In this view, Lave considers learning as “…a process of becoming a member of a sustained
community of practice” (1993a:65). This concept of learning will be used to for my analysis.
This approach assumes that newcomers, or learners in a community of practice, must go
through certain stages in order to become masters and/or develop identities of mastery of the
practices in that community. These stages are unique to each community of practice, with no
specific label or time table. For a community of practice to be considered effective and
sustained, the end result must demonstrate full participation, full membership, the production and
evolution of identities, from newcomer to mastery, and the sustainability and continuity of the
overall community (Lave 1993a).
These areas of analysis will serve a dual purpose to assist in pulling out specific themes
found in this ethnographic study while moving into a more specific discussion regarding what
the themes mean as they relate to the production of exclusion.
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The six areas of analysis include:
Structuring resources for learning in practice
This area of analysis focuses on learning opportunities and possibilities for BMY in the
community of practice. Instead of observing teaching and instructional practices, this part of the
LPP analysis will emphasize how resources for learning are structured and organized for BMY to
gain legitimacy on all levels-- access, participation, location--in a community.
The place of knowledge: participation, learning curricula, communities of practice
This area of analysis focuses on the practices that are reproduced in the community of practice.
The main idea behind this area of analysis is that BMY understanding, knowledge, skills, and
abilities change and develop through the process of, and/or direct participation in, activities.
Rather than locating knowledge specifically within the teaching curriculum, this area of analysis
places knowledge in multiple dimensions of the community: participation, learning curricula,
and in the relations among individuals, the activity, and the world (Lave and Wenger 1991).
The problem of access: transparency and sequestration
This area of analysis assumes that legitimate access to resources, activities, tools, and supplies is
a key component for increasing participation of an individual in a learning community. This
element puts emphasis on how access to these resources, ongoing activities, tools, supplies, and
information is organized. Moreover, this area of analysis looks at two specific areas that are
connected to gaining access: the issues of visibility and invisibility, and the issues of control and
selection (Lave and Wenger 1991). Issues of transparency deal with how well learners can
understand and make sense of what they see, hear, and do. Issues of sequestration are concerned
with the flow of information and knowledge in the community of practice.
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Discourse and practice
This element focuses on how knowledge and information is communicated and relayed in the
community of practice and how this relates to the production of identities and practices. The
emphasis will be on verbal discourse and how it encourages or discourages BMY participation in
the community of practice.
Motivation and Identity: effects of participation
This area of analysis assumes that successful movement towards full membership in a learning
community relies heavily on making the process of increasing participation as the primary
motivation for learning (Lave and Wenger 1991). A learner needs to feel a sense of belonging to
the community and put into a position of becoming a sustainable member of the community.
This element will focus on the relationship between the identity of the individual, acceptance of
the individual by others, and the practices carried out in the community. The emphasis is put on
how individuals are encouraged to think freely and independently, and how their subjective
views and values are encouraged and/or discouraged in relation to the practice or practices being
studied in the community of practice.
Contradictions and change: continuity and displacement
This element focuses on the structure of the practice learned by, and from, individuals in the
community rather than on the structure of instructional and teaching methods. The assumption
in this area of analysis is that power relations, identity, and practice(s) that takes place among
learners and teachers in the community will eventually change. The emphasis will be on how
competing viewpoints between all individuals in the community contribute to the development of
a particular practice, task, identity formation, and the overall sustainability and continuity of the
community.

232

To understand the production of exclusion of BMY in AIM Academy, a different perspective of
school and learning, framed by the LPP framework, is necessary. Rather than considering AIM
Academy as solely a learning environment where knowledge is located in school books and
minds of teacher which is then transferred from book to teacher to student (Lave 1993a), I use
the perspective that AIM Academy is a community of practice where knowledge is located and
learners are to become full members of the community. Here, learners become members by
developing and generating identities related to scholarly achievement and life-long learning
through the relations and interactions in the community of practice.
Rather than following in the tradition of analyzing ongoing practice(s) and activities to
understand the reproduction of identities in a community of practice (Kvale 1993; Mehan 1993;
McDermott 1993; Minick 1993), this research contributes to the growing literature that
“…describes an investigation of a human practice in the setting where it would normally occur,
even if it had not been the object of study” (Chaiklin 1993:384). Therefore, my intention in
framing the data in this way is to show the specific forces and practices that contribute to the
(re)production of exclusion in a community of practice. I suggest that exclusion is a customary
practice within, and eventual product of, socio-cultural institutions; and rather than analyzing
practices to understand and explain the production of identities within a community of practice, I
am analyzing practices to understand and explain the production of unintended practices such as
exclusion within this context.
The multidimensional approach featured in this ethnographic study is also characterized
by multiple external political and social forces which interact to produce exclusion. I contribute
to the LPP approach by investigating these forces not independently, but interdependently, of
each other. The fact that the school site is located in an urban area and serves students who are
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considered to be situated in a lower socio-economic group, and receives funds from the State
based on the class status of the students who attend the school, all play a large role in
contributing to the production of exclusion. Here is where this research begins to deviate from
the traditional uses of the LPP framework.
In Learning to Labor, Willis states “So great seemed to be the apparent internal
coherence of these aims that any educational failure was seen to be the fault of the people at
whom it was directed. Since there was nothing basically wrong with education (indeed it was
the knight in shining armour fighting wrong), then failure must be the fault of education’s
recipients, their environment, background and their early childhood experiences, or their
surrounding culture” (1977:203-204). “These aims” in Willis’s quote refer to the measures taken
by social institutions in capitalistic countries to promote social equality, personal development,
and economic advancement (Willis 1977). Unfortunately, this is not always the case.
I locate this ethnographic study inside a political economy where various institutions
interact with each other that inadvertently produce inequalities. This dimension could not be
ignored due to the stronghold it had on how AIM Academy operated and managed its school
affairs. Previous researchers located their research inside a particular school setting or
environment, but failed to acknowledge the interaction of the political environment and the
political institutions which impact the policies and procedures of a school setting. Having had
previous experience and background knowledge on the way a particular school operated,
examining outside forces from inside the school became a necessity.
Previous researchers using the LPP framework entered into a school environment as an
outside person coming into a site to investigate a phenomenon. Conversely, as an educator and
researcher, I was already inside the environment and was familiar with the school culture, school
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setting, school jargon, people in the setting. This positioning allowed me to have an
inconspicuous presence in certain environments, such as faculty meetings, parent-teacher
conferences and also to speak fluently and at ease with district personnel, board members,
administrators, and educators. For instance, when speaking with district personnel,
administrators, educators, or board members, acronyms and other educational language was
used. I did not have to stop the conversation and ask what certain terms and/or acronyms meant
because I was already familiar with the language. This keen awareness made this research more
descriptive, where I could describe the means of the production of exclusion rather than the
causes.
Following in a similar tradition of Paulo Freire (McKenna 2013), I also intend to
demonstrate how to apply a theoretical framework to a social phenomenon which could lead to
the progressive change of a social condition. Freire is responsible for developing a “critical
ethnography approach” (McKenna 2013:450) which uses ethnographic data to provide a multilayered perspective on a phenomenon and, after being shared with individuals who participate in
the phenomenon, contributes to the transformation of these individuals in a “never-ending spiral
of action and reflection, ad infin” (McKenna 2013:450).
Essentially, critical ethnography causes individuals, after being exposed to the
ethnographic data, to take a real look at themselves in the context of the public sphere, see how
they contribute to the social problem, and engage in the process of creating and recreating
themselves first in order to make the necessary changes to the social conditions against the
authoritative systems. It is my hope that this information will lead to the development of
“educational tactics and strategies to defeat domination in all its guises” (McKenna 2013:450).
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AIM Academy: The Ethnography of a Community of Practice
I cannot accurately discuss AIM Academy as a community of practice, without
recognizing the school’s proximity within the HCPSD and the State of Florida, and the role these
entities play in the practices of the AIM Academy community. Lave argues “Second, structural
constraints on (rather than within) communities of practice are important in the production of
negative valuation of being and doing” (1993a:77). AIM Academy is situated under a larger
structural institution umbrella which has some degree of control over the outcomes in the AIM
Academy community, causing some unintended consequences. This fact, however, does not take
away from AIM Academy’s unique community of practice. In this setting, a group of people
come together to teach and learn a variety of crafts through a series of ongoing activities and
practices. This community of practices becomes complex as individuals in the setting fail to
recognize their role. For instance, AIM Academy educators rarely identified themselves as
learners in their teaching role. AIM Academy administrators rarely identified AIM Academy
educators as learners. Therefore, it was understood among all individuals at AIM Academy that
the only teachers at the school were the educators and administrators.
In a true community of practice, as defined by Lave and Wenger (1992), all individuals
in the setting must acknowledge their fluid role in the (co) creation of knowledge within a
community of practice. Recognizing this flaw, AIM Academy administrators are shifting to a
more learner-centered approach to educating students through the implementation of several
programs designed to enhance student engagement and achievement. While this section intends
to focus exclusively on AIM Academy as a community of practice, the presence of the State’s
influence will also enter the discussion. It is my assertion that the production of educational
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exclusion at AIM Academy is in part a representation of a larger systemic problem that exists
within the whole school district and the State.
1. Structuring resources for learning in practice
A quick overview of processes which promote inclusion for full membership shows that
there are several opportunities for potential members to move from peripheral participation to
full participation in communities of practice. These inclusionary processes, developed by the
State, and modified on some degree by the district and AIM Academy school board and
administrators, are meant to aid in the production of high achieving learners, college-ready
learners, and work-ready learners. At the highest level, and based on achievement from highstakes tests, the State offers AIM Academy resources in the form of technology, labelling –such
as high performing status-- and additional monies. AIM Academy is then granted legitimacy in
the areas of knowledge and performance by the State while, at the same time, becoming
members of an elite group of state-wide schools known for their high-performing status.
Next, with school choice, families gain legitimate access and proximity to become
members of a wide range of learning communities in the district which include traditional,
charter, private, home, and virtual schools. Here, families can choose to which school they send
their child, depending on the needs of their child. At another systemic level, RTI, placement in
ESE and ELL programs, and the development of 504 Plans are intended to help learners who
struggle with community activities become more engaged in their community by increasing their
access to resources and content. When implemented appropriately, these processes help learners
gain legitimacy in their community. As an evolving community of practice, AIM Academy
encourages inclusion of their learners by partnering with various community organizations, such
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as MOV, and community members, such as USF guest speakers, to inspire movement towards
full participation in the community.
Conversely, several factors such as peer interactions, social class, and home environment
begin to interact with inclusionary processes at AIM Academy. Curriculum content, developed
by private companies in alignment with federal education standards and used by teachers in the
community of practice, exclude the social and identity realities of some BMY from diverse and
unique backgrounds.
The social-emotional needs of BMY, such as self-isolation in the community of practice,
mood swings, disruptions, issues with interpersonal communication with peers and teachers,
moments of sadness, and frustration are de-emphasized while their academic deficiencies are
emphasized. These social-emotional deficiencies, stemming from a variety of places, negatively
impact BMY ability to gain legitimacy and advancements towards membership of BMY in the
community, mainly due to the lack of infrastructure in the community of practice to address
them.
2. The Place of Knowledge: Participation, Learning Curricula, Communities of Practice
The State assumes that learners enter learning communities with a skill set suitable for
the mastery of academic standards they create. If learners do not have the basic skill set, they are
left behind. This creates a tension within the community of practice. Some BMY enter school
without the prerequisite academic knowledge and skills required to meet the standards in a
specific time frame set forth by the State. At the same time, BMY enter school with prerequisite
knowledge, stereotypes, and behavioral repertoires on how to “do” school (as a black male), and
their own expectations and assumptions of their interactions with teachers and administrators in a
community of practice. The latter is not given any legitimacy and is often not even considered to
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be an effect of learning in the community of practice while the former is taken into great
consideration as an individual cognitive deficiency which needs interventions to improve. This
tension between masculinity and gender identity of BMY with social structures and ideological
influences interact to produce incidences of exclusion because there is a miscommunication
regarding what the needs are of the learner.
So, while BMY in this study understand why they must learn the content and knowledge
delivered and shared in the community (e.g. in order to show others that they are smart) the
BMY participants do not see how their own assumptions about how to “do” school (e.g. be to
class on time, pretend like you are doing work, act up in class if you don’t want to do the work,
shut down in class when frustrated but don’t want to look weak asking for help, taking a
teacher’s correction in behavior or academics personal rather than as constructive criticism,
being afraid to admit that they don’t know something for fear of look stupid) interact with their
movement towards full participation in the community of practice. On another level, AIM
Academy administrators and teachers are also not equipped to pull out and challenge these
assumptions in ways that can be useful to the movement towards full participation of BMY in the
community of practice. This nonverbal communication of unexamined beliefs between the
learner and the teacher in the community of practice also results in the production of exclusion.
AIM Academy maintains a small community of learners, as compared to other learning
environments in HCPS, allowing knowledge to be explored and created in differentiated ways.
Unfortunately, content and knowledge is transferred from the curriculum to the interpretation of
the teacher, and lastly to the presumed blank canvases of the student’s brain; not created by both
teacher and learner in the community. Even more problematic, some teachers are not adequately
trained to teach the curriculum content while other teachers do not have a passion for the subject
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they are assigned. Succeeding on the high-stakes tests is the underlying mission of AIM
Academy and guarantees full membership into the community.
Still, most AIM Academy teachers and administrators make an effort to speak and
develop relationships with learners and their families to support their progress toward full
participation in the community. Field trips are frequently offered at AIM Academy along with
hands-on projects and different roles for learners that include titles such as teacher’s aide or
office assistant. These varying forms of membership in AIM Academy offer legitimate access
and progression toward full participation.
3. The Problem of Access: Transparency and Sequestration
In their book Situated Learning: Legitimate peripheral participation, Lave and Wenger
argue that “…access is liable to manipulation, giving legitimate peripherality an ambivalent
status: Depending on the organization of access, legitimate peripherality can either promote or
prevent legitimate participation” (1991:103). In other words, moving towards full participation
in a community of practice involves a learner’s direct access to materials, resources, knowledge,
and learning communities. After it was decided by the AIM Academy school board, to take away
resources and benefits from faculty and administrators, access to the learning community became
conditional and subjective for BMY as demonstrated by an increase in BMY referrals and
suspensions, a reduction in field trips, and limited differentiation in the way knowledge was
managed in the community. This is not to say that there were no infrastructures in place for
learners to have access to a range of activities, information, resources, knowledge, and members
in the community. Learners had opportunities to participate in science fairs, Brain Bowls,
community projects, and other academic competitions at AIM Academy.
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For the most part, teachers at AIM Academy show their dedication to students by
maintaining a consistent, above average attendance and retention rate. This area of analysis
shows the impact on, and tension between, structural forces; in this case, the politics between the
school board and management company, and access and participation of learners in a community
of practice. Due to structural constraints put on teachers by the AIM Academy school board,
incidences of exclusion in the community of practice became visibly produced.
4. Discourse and Practice
AIM Academy administrators and faculty encourage and actively use language that is
intended to empower learners to become full members of the community. Terms and phrases
such as “scholar” and “Scholar of the Week” assists in creating an atmosphere of life-long
learning in the community. However, this area is still in the development phase at AIM
Academy. Faculty are not fully conscious and/or reflexive about how their language and body
language contributes to level of (dis) engagement of BMY in the community. BMY participants
expressed that they feel their voices and stories are not heard and are misunderstood most of the
time by AIM Academy administrators and faculty. Even more troubling is that BMY participants
feel discouraged from fully participating due to the different levels of perceived bullying from
both peers and adults in the community. Due to these factors of negative peer interactions and
miscommunication with teachers, BMY have demonstrated their tendency to self-exclude from
the community limiting their opportunities toward full membership in the community of practice.
5. Motivation and Identity: Effects of Participation
What is the primary motivation for learning at AIM Academy? There is no simple,
single, and concrete answer to this question. Initially, when families apply for their child to
enroll in AIM Academy, students and their families are thoroughly interviewed by the principal
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to determine if they will be a “good fit” for the school. In addition, academic and behavioral
background checks are completed by the principal on each student who applies. Families report
that they want to enroll their students at AIM Academy because they heard it was an “A” school,
a label designated by the State, while BMY report they like to attend AIM Academy because
they feel the teachers and administrators care about them.
At the most basic level of membership in the community, BMY demonstrate their AIM
Academy membership status by wearing school uniforms, arriving to class on time, and
demonstrating a willingness to learn by following all school rules. They have the option to join
electives and sports clubs, including chorus, journalism, basketball, volleyball, football, STEM,
MOV, and Junior Honor Society. However, abstract ideas about what the primary motivation is
for learning in this community does not contribute to BMY advancement towards full
membership in the community of practice.
On another level, ideological influences of teachers and administrators regarding the
identity of BMY distort the primary motivation of learning. There are conflicting, abstract,
evolving, and inconsistent ideas of how to demonstrate masculinity among administrators,
faculty, parents, and BMY participants. Administrators sharing the belief that men do not show
emotion and operate from a logical standpoint may match what BMY are taught in their home
life and community, but does not give them a positive or “masculine” way to demonstrate
emotions.
Potentially due to structural constraints and time, subjective views, based on BMY
participants’ previous and current home and school life experiences, are not taken into
consideration when transferring and interpreting curriculum content to students. This creates an
additional layer of tension in the community because the curriculum and teacher assume that all
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students will value the content because they are supposed to value the content. In the end, there
is no clear pathway for a learner to develop an increased sense of belonging in AIM Academy
resulting in the production of exclusion on a variety of levels in the community.
6. Contradictions and Change: Continuity and Displacement
AIM Academy undergoes several changes throughout the school year. These changes are
related to how to make improvements in the learning conditions of the community, but also
cause conflict into moving BMY towards full participation in the community. For instance,
while the voices of BMY, as well as all learners, are strongly encouraged to be part of the
ongoing activities and practices in the overall AIM Academy community, they are sometimes
silenced by teachers who assume authority in all areas in the learning community. This results in
the displacement of BMY voices and perspectives in the community, eventually leading to
minimal participation in the community.
Another contradiction lies in the tension between how leaders of the AIM Academy
community would like learners to understand, participate, and engage in ongoing practices
located within its learning communities and where the State standards come from, the historical
significance of these standards, and/or the relational significance these state standards have on
their learners’ own career aspirations and goals. Both AIM Academy and the State have an
important stake in the production of BMY identities, however there is no room made for BMY to
consider and/or have a stake in the development of their own future identities. This subtle reality
prevents BMY from moving towards full and legitimate participation in the AIM Academy
community because their autonomy in establishing their own future identities is placed in the
hands of other people.
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Another Layer: Entering the next LPP Dimension
Why study the production of exclusion? How is this information important or even
relevant to understanding BMY educational experiences? The answers to these questions are not
straight forward, but once revealed will provide another layer of insight and understanding into
the issues associated with the levels of BMY participation in schools. I will now provide context
for how my interpretation and version of the LPP framework is a useful perspective for
understanding what makes learning problematic in schools.
In Framing Dropouts, Fine refers to exclusion as the “rationalized production of
dropouts” in the context of city schools (1991:24). Building upon, and adding to, research that
uses elements of the LPP framework to investigate social practices in an institution, my intention
in “The Ethnography of a Community of Practice” was to describe how exclusion is produced in
AIM Academy. Previous research using LPP elements offer a dichotomous view on the
identities produced from the process of learning that included either identities associated with
mastery or identities associated with failure (Lave 1993b; McDermott 1993; Mehan 1993).
I suggest that there is a spectrum of identities and practices which are produced in social
institutions through the process of learning. Exclusion, as a practice and unit of study for this
research, is also situated on this spectrum and occurs on many different levels in a community of
practice. As a result of this claim, I am using the LPP framework to focus on and eventually
make visible the forces that contribute to the production of this practice. I argue that exclusion is
the eventual product of the relations and interactions of ideological, historical, structural, and
individual forces in a community of practice.
To recall, learning in the context of the LPP framework refers to the process of becoming
a member of a specific community. In this framework, Lave and Wenger also point out the
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importance of legitimacy. According to the authors, “the form that the legitimacy of
participation takes is a defining characteristic of ways of belonging, and is therefore not only a
crucial condition for learning, but a constitutive element of its content” (Lave and Wenger
1991:35). I suggest that in the pursuit to become legitimate, communities of practices and
members of that community of practice become excluded. Gaining legitimacy was revealed on
multiple levels in this study. On one level, AIM Academy school board and administrators
sought to gain legitimacy from the State, and to some degree by HCPSD, through mastery
performance on high-stakes tests to receive access to quality resources, money and materials, and
designated titles.
On another level, AIM Academy teachers sought legitimacy from their administrators
and, to some degree, parents and students, through their identity as education professionals and
by the practices they use in their classroom to encourage student engagement and progress.
BMY in this study sought to gain legitimacy from AIM Academy teachers and administrators
regarding their identity, background knowledge, and perspective in the community of practice.
On a more surprising level, BMY also sought to gain legitimacy and approval from what they
considered to be “white society.” A primary motivation to perform well on high-stakes tests for
BMY in this study was to prove to white people that they could do it.
What is interesting about exclusion is that this practice is both located within this process
of learning and in the product of learning. The issue is that exclusion has many subtleties and is
not initially visible to the observer and the participants in the community of practice. This
practice is often disguised as a response to perceived social or individual characteristic
deficiencies and identities associated with lack of effort, poverty, or failure. Ideas and
assumptions about the “legitimate” forms of family structure, and overall home environment, are
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presented as truths, while simultaneously and often unconsciously pushing aside other valid
forms of the home environments and family structures BMY in this study experience before
entering school and when they come home from school. Even Lave alludes to the presence of
exclusion in the community of practice by pointing out that “…when official channels offer only
possibilities to participate in institutionally mandated forms of commoditized activity, genuine
participation, membership, and legitimate access to ongoing practice—of a practice considered
worthy of the name—are rare” (Lave 1993a:79). At the core of the issue, are the causal and
often invisible structural mechanisms which contribute to the production of exclusion.
When we take the perspective that enrolling in school is a form of membership into a new
community of learners, we will begin to see the problems associated with learning in school as
not cognitive deficiencies and individual characteristic flaws, but as based on the interaction of
social structural forces that produce exclusion. Accordingly, by framing learning from an LPP
perspective and applying the six areas of analysis offered by LPP, the practice of exclusion is
subtly revealed in the process of learning and the production of exclusion is located on multiple
layers and stages in the community of practice. Either way, the production of exclusion, in its
various forms and locations, cannot be ignored as an element associated with poor learning
outcomes in schools.
Lave accurately points out a strong contradiction within schools. She argues, “It is
exactly in those organizations in which control through the narrowing, trivialization, and
decomposition of full participation is most common—in schools and workplaces—that learning
is most often an institutional motive and yet, by the argument here, most likely to fail”
(1993a:78).

246

In one dimension, this contradiction is true; a very present reality within schools, and
without the assistance of a theoretical framework that focused on practice, it may not have even
been revealed. In another dimension, using a theory of practice is both a helpful way to analyze
and understand existing practices in educational institutions while also providing a frame for the
creation and modifications of existing institutions, as sustained communities of practice, to fit the
needs of new and evolving members and identities. Therefore, my ultimate goal for this research
is revealed as a way to understand and describe the principles of a practice from a theoretical
perspective which would result in generating knowledge that would contribute to the
improvement and sustainability of our social institutions.
In the article, Youth and Cultural Practice (2002), Bucholtz calls for more investigation
and research into youth cultural practices and realities from a youth-centered perspective. One
of the most effective ways to capture this data is through the LPP framework that took into
account the multiple dimensions of practice in the social world. The LPP framework
acknowledged the contradictions that existed within the social world and provided a way to
speak about how practices and identities are produced and reproduced in the here and now or
present. Understanding and describing youth culture and realities from their perspective is an
important endeavor. Bucholtz argues that the anthropology of youth “….is more pressing, both
because it is a newer project that raises less investigated questions and because youth cultural
practices are becoming increasingly salient and central to the organization of all human
societies.” (2002:544).

The research presented here contributes to the existing and emerging

literature in the anthropology of youth that seeks to understand how youth shape their own
realities.
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Readdressing Research Questions
In the final section of this chapter, I will now readdress my research questions:
1. How do BMY understand the social forces expressed in school practices, policies and ideologies
and the role they play in producing their exclusion from public schools?
Three out of five BMY participants in this study understood social forces as part of the overall
system. To them, school practices, policies and ideologies are what they are and there is nothing
they can do about them directly. At the same time, BMY participants revealed through their
photographic images that they have their own true aspirations and priorities. Participants
understood it could be a challenge for them to realize and manifest their own realities because
external social forces may become a barrier rather than a bridge to their goals.
2. How do BMY understand how family structure, customs, and practices work to exclude them
from public schools?
This is a challenging question to answer. Each one of the BMY who participated in this study all
experienced some level of trauma in their home lives during their primary school years. Their
grief was expressed in different ways in school, often resulting in being retained, placed in a
special program, or suspended from said school. Some BMY in this study see the connection
between their problematic participation in school and events occurring in their home life, but
there were no official infrastructures in school to help them cope effectively. However, BMY in
this study understand that their family structure, customs, and practices may be different than the
“norm” but it didn’t necessarily deter them from participating in schools; rather it encouraged
them to continue to seek out various mechanisms in which to be healed.
3. How do BMY understand the structures of power related to gender, ethnicity, and social class
and the role these social forces play in feeding patterns of BMY exclusion from public schools?
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BMY in this study recognized the multiple worlds they both lived and participated in, and who
the authoritative figures in these worlds were, but still expressed some confusion about how to
differentiate among them and locate themselves within the context of power. As their ideas
about masculinity were challenged and criticized by family members, teachers, and
administrators, and as incidences of racism and classism were masked as help from perceived
mentors, placement on behavioral plans, and exclusion from classroom field trips, BMY in this
study all expressed insecurity and/or uncertainty about their own identity.
4. What strategies do BMY believe will alleviate patterns of exclusion in public schools?
BMY in this study felt that more interaction with peers and teachers on a real-life, honest, and
relevant level would help increase their participation in schools.
5. What educational experiences do BMY believe will improve their educational outcomes in
public schools?
Some of the experiences BMY believed increased their participation in schools included field
trips and outings to places which enhanced their understanding of what they learned in the
classroom. They also felt that having a space to speak freely, openly, and safely about their
conditions helps them to reflect on their reality, form bonds with their peers, cope with their
issues, and heal in places they didn’t know existed. PhotoVoice was especially useful in
answering this question. Through their photographic images, and the overall PhotoVoice
process, BMY revealed the importance of having a space to reflect and think about their realities
as it exists in its present form. This process was an educational experience for them because it
helped them realize that they are actual, active participants in creating and shaping their own
realities.
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6. How do teachers and administrators understand the social forces expressed in school practices,
policies, and ideologies and the role they play in producing exclusion from public schools?
AIM Academy teachers and administrators are in constant conflict regarding the most effective
ways to create learning opportunities for students and produce successful learning outcomes.
With this conflict comes several tensions which are played out in the learning environment; some
hold unexamined assumptions about BMY, the system, their colleagues, and their own teaching
profession, while others do not reflect on their behavior or through processes while they are
engaged in potential practices which are proven to produce exclusion. It is difficult to determine
how teachers and administrators understand their own roles in producing exclusion because they
may not even be aware that they are doing so.
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CHAPTER EIGHT:
APPLIED IMPLICATIONS

“The thesis that motivates this section is that social science arose, partly, because we believe it
will contribute to the improvement of our institutional and social practices.”—Chaiklin
(1993:386).
Contributions to Applied Anthropology
How can the knowledge gained from this study help to improve BMY conditions in
sociocultural institutions? My goal for the final section in this ethnographic study is to offer a
perspective that combines social marketing principals and anthropological theory and methods as
a practical way to transform an oppressive educational system, that is seen as normal, into an
educational system that focuses on equal outcomes, progression, and the improvement of social
conditions.
I tend to agree with Lave when she points out that all too often, research is driven and
motivated by “opposition to other views” (1993b: 28), which does not reflect a spirit of
progression and improvement in our sociocultural institutions and in the human condition.
While I am perhaps guilty of initially taking issue with the privilege given to, and impact of,
psychological language and paradigms dominating the educational system and motivated to
conduct this research based on this observation, I now realize the importance of using an
interdisciplinary approach in helping to alleviate a multidimensional social issue.
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More specifically, when I argue for school reform I argue for a shift in ideology from the
dominant culture of poverty framework to democratic pedagogies in formal educational settings.
This would require schools to: first, function not as a prison where thoughts and behaviors are
controlled, but rather as a community of practice where full participation and legitimate access to
resources and learning environments is the aim and diverse identities are valued as co-creators of
knowledge; second, to transform the purpose of education to emphasize advancement rather than
achievement, vocation rather than career; and third, to recognize that educating children is a big
responsibility and all aspects of the child’s needs are to be nurtured and developed in order to
reach their goal.
The BMY observations and perspectives captured in this research, while commonly heard
from adolescents, are still important elements for all stakeholders in education to consider when
creating educational standards, a school curriculum, school culture, and a school-wide discipline
policy. What is missing, however, is a comprehensive and effective method to transform these
findings into practical ways which could serve the community and enhance social progress. This
research serves as an important basis, or stepping stone, for the development of a social
marketing strategic plan to help improve the social and educational conditions of BMY in the
school system.
Applying Anthropology as an “Insider” and “Outsider”
When asked what policies and practices need to be developed in order to improve the
educational experience and outcomes of BMY in HCPS, Mr. Teague’s response was in
alignment with my theme in this section: interdisciplinary collaboration for enhancing social
progress:
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“I had the opportunity last week to interact with Arne Duncan, the Secretary of Education. I
threw out to him the challenge about the disconnect between higher education in K through 12
education. You all sit up here and higher in this ivory tower and pontificate and theorize and
philosophize and it is so far disconnected to what’s actually happening in the classroom; and
when you have these teacher education programs that go through this, they are woefully
unprepared when they get into the reality because none of you are doing in the real world. My
proposal to him was his advocacy of getting more universities involved in K-12 education, and I
know there's a resistance among school districts to having these highly-qualified people involved
in their practice because what do they know, so we’re going to keep them up because they might
come up with some answers that make sure that we don't know what we're doing? I said you
might get resistance there, but I know that in the charter world they would welcome it. So,
encouraging universities to get involved and engage in charter schools.”
Interdisciplinary collaboration also extends to the idea that different perspectives and roles,
not just limited to educational perspectives, are also needed in order to clearly identify the
various issues associated with learning. In the 1970’s article Towards a Native Anthropology, D.
Jones argues that for too long anthropological research has been “carried out by an ‘outsider’ or
‘stranger’ who enters a society and attempts to learn about the way of life of its people”
(1970:251). While this positioning is useful in maintaining objectivity, other vantage points can
be equally as effective in describing a cultural phenomenon. Jones suggests that the point of
view of an “insider”, or an individual who belongs to the ethnic or cultural group in which they
are conducting research, can also offer valuable interpretations and insights into the data
collected. However, both vantage points had their advantages and disadvantages.
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My role and years as a certified educator and a researcher-in-training required that I apply
different perspectives and interpretations to the data collected and the methods which were used.
My position as a certified educator gave me access to certain people and privileged conversations
which took place in specific settings, including faculty meetings, classrooms settings, ESE
meetings with district personnel and families, and administrative meetings. It is important to
note here that I was a certified educator before I became a researcher.
My years as an educator built trustworthiness and rapport with AIM Academy board
members, administrators, faculty, and students and their families. These individuals felt
comfortable speaking with and around me about topics and themes that were traditionally
politically incorrect. This level of comfortability and rapport was helpful for me to collect
insightful data and uncover unconscious belief systems that each individual held which impacted
exclusion production. At the same time, this level of comfortability also left me with
unanswered questions regarding the intentions and motives of the participants of this study. For
example, the level of cynicism that I began to detect from some AIM Academy administrators
and faculty made me question why they continued to work in education. Other times, I found
myself agreeing with some of the ideas presented by AIM Academy administrators and faculty
and would become lost in the discussion, rather than remaining objective.
At the same time, when I began to apply the researcher’s role, I was forced to change my
perspective and my position from operating and engaging inside the phenomenon (emic view) to
the outside perspective looking into a phenomenon (etic view). This was a helpful checks-andbalances scenario; when I became lost in my educator position, I had to also remind myself of
the overall purpose of my presence in the school environment. My researcher’s role forced me
to remain objective in this study and not take any sides with the arguments that I heard from the
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various participants. My researcher’s role required me to keep the theory and methods in mind
as I investigated the social reality of the school environment. This role was also particularly
challenging and full of contradictions. For instance, when I interviewed participants as a
researcher, I would get a response that did not match with what I had observed as a part of my
educator duties. I found that in one moment I was required to be a researcher and an educator in
the next. This made it difficult to accurately discern what was being observed and what was
actually occurring in the setting. What was most helpful here was the reliance on the LPP
framework in guiding my thinking, as well as the reflection journals I maintained to make sense
of my thoughts.
My physical characteristics, as a black woman, positioning as a single black mother of a
son, and my participation in ongoing community activities, also played a major role in my ability
to conduct this research. Before the official research took place, I was already active in the
community by attending my son’s sporting events, as well as attending community and civic
meetings. In other words, I had a visible presence in the community which contributed to an
increased trustworthiness and credibility among the participants. For instance, I was surprised
by the amount of families who wanted to participate in this research. To this day, I still have
parents who come to the school and ask if I am still willing to “do research with their boy.” I
realized, after time passed, that the easy access to conduct research with participants had more to
do with my presence in the community and my positioning as one of “them.”
While these factors greatly assisted me in accessing people and places, there were still
problems that arose. In some cases, BMY parents and potential participants thought I had more
power than I actually had and would confuse my research objective with political motives.
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Often, I needed to repeat my reasons for the research in order for them to get a clear
understanding of what and why I was investigating this topic.
Jones (1970) also experienced similar contradictions in his field research as both an
“insider” and an “outsider.” According to Jones, when he worked as an “outsider” researching
among indigenous groups in Thailand, he had to gain the community’s trust by participating in
daily activities and other community events that the typical outsider, such as missionaries, would
not. In addition, he had to remind the group of his participation on a regular basis in order for
them to finally accept his role and purpose in their community. On the other hand, Jones points
out that when he researched inside his native group, a black community in Denver, Colorado,
USA, he found that some of his participants saw “research as a process which takes the place of
political action” (2002:254).
Anthropology in education is a field which continues to grow. Now, more than ever, is it
necessary to bring anthropological ideas and insights about education from different points of
view and positions into the forefront of educational reform. With the ever-changing political
climate in the United States, including the threats of dismantling the Office of Civil Rights in the
Department of Education, who serve as the enforcers of equal educational access for all groups
of students (personal communication with AIM Academy principal September 2016), and the
ever-changing demographics of neighborhoods and schools, anthropological insight, wisdom and
methodology can offer explanations, descriptions, and culturally-appropriate solutions in how to
create an effective and sustainable culture within the school system to promote and serve the
learner. It is my belief that all paradigms, positions, and perspectives have a special role in
understanding human beings, social practice, social conditions, and sociocultural educational
institutions.
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Moving Forward and Recommendations
This research experience has revealed that it is vitally important for all people to
recognize and acknowledge their often unconscious, deeply ingrained belief systems and
perceptions that:
1. Shape their identity,
2. Define interactions with others in sociocultural institutions,
3. and ultimately create systems which (re) produces unequal outcomes and poor social
conditions for individuals who are not in positions of influence and/or authority.
Victor Rios calls for a “Youth Support Complex” rather than a “Youth Control Complex”
where policy makers, community activists, educators, and other important stakeholders in
education, take on the responsibility to encourage youth to stay on a productive path to
accomplish their goals by creating systems of support, instead of systems of control. Rios (2011)
argues that in order for healthy adolescent youth development to occur, there needs to be time for
these young minds to learn from their mistakes instead of being automatically and intensely
punished. Similarly, in Learning to Labour, Willis (1977) calls for a structural change in the
education system that includes a space where working class realities are acknowledged. He
argues “Where the economic relations and basic structures of the main society ultimately enforce
the state educational institute and its dominant educational paradigm, it may be that independent
working class institutions could escape from some of the circles of unintention and reproduction
by refusing or blunting the force of the logic of the dominant exchange relationship” (1977:189).
From my observations, self-discovery is a vital component in finding out one’s potential,
performance level, strengths, weaknesses, and abilities. The way the current system is set
doesn’t allow for this to come into existence. Rios’s call to action is a progressive foundation for
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all scholars, activists, researchers, and professionals to collaborate. It is my hope that this
research study will join this discussion and make some progressive changes in the educational
system in the United States.
Here, I would like to offer concrete suggestions and insights, from the perspective of a
principal, that a school district official may utilize to make positive changes in their school
district. It is my intention that these suggestions would seek to decrease exclusion among youth
in a school environment. The priority areas of focus include: educator professional development,
learner development, the development of a sustained community of practice which includes
educators, students, and their families, and the adequate capital support from legislature, district
personnel, and school board officials.
I would first ensure that all educators working in a school are highly qualified. This
means that the educators passed all necessary certification tests, have demonstrated their
willingness to educate as well as learn from their students, and have a firm grasp and
consciousness of their own mental and emotional health. These factors all play a large role in the
educator’s interaction with the student, interaction with the content curriculum, and interaction
with their own thoughts.
Professional development workshops will be required on a weekly basis to ensure that
educators are receiving the support they need to elevate in the areas in which they have
opportunities, and to further strengthen the areas in which they are already strong. These
workshops will also serve as a community of practice where educators continue their education
by learning from each other and healing the parts of themselves which are broken. Educators
will engage in interdisciplinary lesson planning, discuss themes they observe in the classroom
during classroom instruction, and share stories on how to encourage student growth. In these
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professional learning communities (PLC), educators will have a safe space to share ideas,
problems, concerns, and stories regarding the school setting and how their professional lives
interact with their private lives. This is important because these communities will allow
educators to have a voice in their professions while acknowledging how their own personal
influences impact their career practices and teaching craft.
In addition, these PLC’s will give educators the opportunity to engage in ongoing
reflection regarding classroom activities, interactions with students, and their own teaching. I
would implement a PhotoVoice curriculum for educators, where they would be responsible for
using this tool to learn more about their students, the community they teach, and possibly about
themselves. The point of these activities is to help the educator begin to view and identify
themselves as both the advanced learner and the advanced teacher.
I would also establish a strong relationship with teacher education programs at the
university level to have beginner teachers work in my school as mentees. It is vital that new
teachers are aware of the politics, trials, tribulations, and realities which occur within the school
environment and setting and how this can influence their own mental and emotional well-being.
Veteran teachers would be assigned as mentors to teachers-in-training and would provide them
with hands-on guidance in the areas of completing university coursework with a strong emphasis
on understanding the community of practice in the specific school. This will help novice
teachers progress towards an advanced practice of teaching. Therefore, beginner teachers will
begin to cultivate an identity as an advanced educator.
Finally, a strong relationship will be built with community organizations and local
business in order to promote and carry out modified service learning projects at the middle
school level. These projects will involve the collaboration of business owners, students,
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educators, administrators, and community organizations to develop lesson objectives to be
learned in return for completing a specific task for the organization or business. Students will
learn employability skills, contribute to the community, and gain academic credit through this
experience.
Educators will demonstrate to students how to become advanced learners and attain full
membership into the learning community through a series of ongoing activities. Therefore,
educators will learn and take on the role of facilitators, where they guide student interactions and
thinking, but ultimately leave the creation of knowledge in the hands of the student. The
ultimate goal here is for students to develop identities associated with both advanced life-long
learning and teaching. They will be actively engaged in the learning process that will guide them
towards the vocation of their choice as they progress into adulthood. Once there is buy-in from
the educators, the students will follow.
The school site will have clearly defined procedures, policies, and routines that would
enable both educators and students to demonstrate their progression of membership in the
learning community. These pathways will be created for veteran educators and new teachers,
incoming students and outgoing students, and incoming parents and outgoing parents to advance
in school-defined levels of membership. The goal here is to have all participants in the
community of practice identify with the learning environment in a way that they become lifelong
members of the established culture of that specific school site.
Students and their families will have the access and opportunity to become active
members of, and achieve full membership in, the community. The school will be a community
which includes health services, food services, resource services for parents who need assistance
accessing information, and any other social, political, economic, or educational services that will
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be identified based on the need of the population. This all-inclusive, integrated environment will
encourage parents and/or guardians to maintain active involvement in their child’s education,
while encouraging community development and engagement among all members in the
community.
This process will take time, energy, money, and most importantly a shift in paradigms
from the State and decision makers. There must be active, hands-on involvement from these
important decision makers in order for the community of practice to truly manifest. Schools
must receive more funding based on measures, not solely dependent on high-stakes standardized
tests. These measures can include outcomes from service learning projects, data from classroom
assessments, and data based on student report cards. These funds will be used to both properly
implement elements that support a sustained community of practice and to provide educators
with enough economic capital for them to enjoy their livelihood. Once the educators feel
respected through their work, their voice, and their finances, they will truly become invested and
focused on the progression of the student.
Decision makers could also consider modifying laws for middle school students to begin
to gain real world work experience through service learning projects. This will encourage
students to think of learning not just inside the classroom and school environment, but also in the
overall community.
Once these procedures are put in place and adults begin to shift in their thinking as lifelong learners, exclusion of students, in particular BMY, could be reduced. The focus in school
environments will be on including realities and experiences of all students in the learning
process. This allows students to take more ownership of their learning and increase their
discipline and focus to advance to the next level in the community.
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A Note About Paradoxes:
“Thus it [situated experience] is also a critical theory, because the social scientist’s practice must
be analyzed in the same historical, situated terms as any other practice under investigation.” -Jean Lave (1993a:67)
Another important contribution this research makes to anthropological theory is my own
positioning in the research and the reflexive aspect I am forced to confront. I have worked for
AIM Academy for five years as an ESE Specialist, but have been in the field of ESE for ten
years. In this role, I am required to not only provide supports and services to students who have
been formally identified as “learning and/or behaviorally disabled,” but also to lead the problemsolving team in identifying students who are below their grade level in reading, writing, and/or
math, and creating and implementing interventions to increase their academic skill level in time
for the FSA. In addition to this role, I am also a single mother of a BMY, who has had to remain
conscious about everything related to his social-emotional growth, interacting with the
intellectual and cognitive expectations of school, and the peer influences on his own identity.
These are just a few examples. With the acknowledgement of these facts, it is necessary to
critically examine my own role and attitude in facilitating the production and reproduction of
youth identities. Consider an entry in my field notes from February 2015:
This research is not brand new. It is not revolutionary. It is just a different voice that
adds to the same redundant, tedious conversation and discussion. Just another voice adding to
the chorus that says something needs to be done in this system. One idea I have come to realize
is that an individual can only be as good as the system in which they are working and living. If
the overall policy, practices, and ideologies of the system, in this case the education system and
the system here at this school, is ambiguous, inconsistent, punitive and competitive, how does
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one expect the students to act; and who does the system even expect individual students to
become? All stakeholders involved in the education system have gotten used to the idea of highstakes testing as the main way to determine what a student has learned. While assessing students
is necessary for the educator to understand what the student knows and what the student needs to
know, it is also an overwhelming process to implement. Paperwork, mini-workshops, security
logs, and schedule changes are all important elements of the testing process and, at the same
time, take away from the purpose of education. As an educator, which holds more weight: The
security and the achievement levels of the standardized tests, or if a student is learning what they
need to learn in order to graduate from high school, and be prepared for life?
Being a stakeholder in the education system is a constant power struggle between the
overall paradigm of the educational system and meeting the needs of students who do not fit into
the paradigm. I have come to realize my own assumptions at the beginning of this research and
how they have impacted by research so far. For example, from the literature review and personal
experiences of working in the educational system, I had a strong belief, and often times assumed,
that the main reason for the exclusion of BMY is because of the rich and racist mindset of
teachers in the classroom, administrators in the office, and the federal educational mandates.
After my own structured observations and interviews, I have recognized that it is not only white,
middle class individuals who may negatively impact BMY educational experiences, but rather
black, middle and lower class professionals as well. Educational exclusion exists and can be
described on many levels regardless of the demographics and characteristics of the person.
There are so many elements that contribute to the production of educational exclusion.
As I continue to investigate this social reality, it is becoming more evident that educational
exclusion is almost inevitable. I do not want to sound cynical or negative, it is just important to
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point out that there needs to be a variety of activities in the curriculum and in the school
community to keep students engaged. Even more, there needs to be several support systems put
in place for both teachers and students for engaged learning and progressive interaction to take
place. The problem with education is that it is just as easy to become uninspired, disengaged,
and unmotivated as it is to become inspired, engaged, and motivated. BMY are told to go to
school, do well in school, and then they will succeed in life. Once they see the path and process
to be “successful,” the advantages and disadvantages are weighed against each other. The value
of education is questioned. They know what is important, but is boredom, limited freedom, and
meaningless work worth the path to success?
Lave suggests that “it seems useful to stop treating mainstream theoretical positions
simply as unmediated alternatives to our own practice and start looking at them as historical
manifestations of the sociocultural formation in which we are participants, and to which we have
concrete connections of various kinds (1993b:29). I tend to agree with this statement. My own
role and positioning not only inspired me to pursue this research, but also forced me to come to
terms with how I have perpetuated the same standards and values of the very system that I have
critiqued. This is an important point because it shows that I cannot be a separate, objective entity
from the sociocultural system, and also acknowledges that my way of thinking about the
educational world has also stemmed from, and is partly based on, the sociocultural system.
In order to fulfill my job duties, I too have collected data, assessed students, and used this
information in meetings with other educator professionals and parents to determine if a student
should become eligible for an ESE program. I, too, have found myself removing a BMY from
his seat in the classroom to an excluded seat because he had disrupted the lesson or was just not
focused on the lesson for the day. I, too, have had to be mindful of how to speak to BMY,
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including my son, as to not discourage them from being active participants in their own
educational growth. I would even go as far as to say that I, too, have experienced the reality of
exclusion by being accepted and enrolled in the USF applied anthropology program and having
feelings of inadequacy and stress about completing the rigorous program and comprehending the
difficult readings related to my research topic. While I am studying to become an applied
anthropologist, I cannot be separated from the research that I conduct. My very own positioning
impacts the “how” and the “why” I chose a research topic in addition to the way I frame, collect,
perceive, and analyze the data. At the same time, it gives me a concrete connection and
consciousness to the research topic that cannot be taken away.
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APPENDICES

Appendix A: Acronyms

USF: University of South Florida
BMY: Black Male Youth
HCPS: Hillsborough County Public Schools
OCR: Office of Civil Rights
FCAT: Florida Comprehensive Assessment Test
FSA: Florida Standards Assessment
ELL: English Language Learners
MOV: Men of Vision
ESE: Exceptional Student Education
LPP: Legitimate Peripheral Participation
FLDOE: Florida Department of Education
USDOE: Federal Department of Education
RTI: Response to Intervention
AYP: Adequate Yearly Progress
NAACP: National Association for the Advancement of Colored People
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Appendix B: PhotoVoice Questions

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

PhotoVoice Guiding question: Document educational issues in your own lives and communities.
What are some things that help you be successful in school?
What are some things that hinder your ability to be successful in school?
What does your ideal school look like?
What are some examples of things you like about school?
What are some things you dislike about school?

Individual Questions for Reflection
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.

Can you tell me about the story behind your photograph?
What made you choose this particular photograph or scene?
What was going through your mind when you took this photograph?
Can you tell me how your photograph captures the themes of the assessment?
If the picture is a fantasy or positive vision of the future, what is blocking this dream from
becoming a reality?

SHOWeD Method Questions:
1. What do you See here?
2. What’s really Happening here?
3. How does this relate to Our lives?
4. Why does this situation exist?
5. What can we Do about it?
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Appendix C: BMY Participant Qualifier Questions

1. Are you between the ages of 13-15?
2. Have you attended the Hillsborough County Public School system for five (5) years or more?
3. Do you qualify for free and/or reduced lunch?
4. Do you come from a non-traditional household? This means that you live either in a single
parent household and/or you live with a person who is not your biological parent.
5. Have you even been suspended from school, had detention, and/or in school suspension more
than 10 times throughout the school year?
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Appendix D: Adult Participant Qualifier Questions

1. Are you a parent of a BMY, administrator, educator, community activist or board member?
2. Do you have knowledge and opinions regarding the complaint filed with the Office of Civil
Rights against Hillsborough County Public Schools?
3. Have your worked in some educational capacity, after school programs, tutoring, summer
school, and/or classroom, with BMY?
4. Are you between the ages of 30-65?
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Appendix E: Archival Variables

Variables of interest include any information related to the educational experiences of Black
male youth in Hillsborough County, from the beginning of their entrance into the Hillsborough
County public school system to the present. As these records are essentially all qualitative (e.g.,
cumulative folders, reports cards disciplinary report, etc.), it is difficult to enumerate specific
variables that I wish to collect. These records are not human subject charts, for example, where
such a list would be useful and even possible. However, in general I am interested in the
following information:
Dates of enrollment
Academic Performance
Conduct Performance
Outcomes, decisions, and effects of academic and conduct performance
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Appendix F: PhotoVoice Images

Murphy: “This is a career for my successful life.”

Murphy: “I need help writing”.
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Patrick: “I was down and
out in class and my
teacher told me to read
this sign. It’s true, you
pass with hard work. Live
by it.

Chris: “I see a picture of uniform, uniform
relates to our lives by making unknown race
children look presentable. Different types of
children who wear uniform will look more
educated and approachable. That lets you
know that they want to be something in
life.”
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Patrick: “My brother gave me
these. He sent me shoes and my
dad tried to keep him away. I love
my brother. It shows that he
loves me even though my dad is
an impossible man. It is good to
know that people love me.”

Jonathan: “This is the gang my brother
was in. This is where he got shot.”
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Ferguson: “I see stress here
because this is where we do
the test. I know I need it to
be successful so I will learn
from my mistakes.”

Jonathan: “A Monday morning”
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It was the determination of the IRB that your study qualified for
expedited review which includes activities that (1) present no more than
minimal risk to human subjects, and (2) involve

only procedures listed in one or more of the categories outlined below.
The IRB may review research through the expedited review procedure
authorized by 45CFR46.110 and 21 CFR 56.110. The research proposed
in this study is categorized under the following expedited review
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(5) Research involving materials (data, documents, records, or
specimens) that have been collected, or will be collected solely for
nonresearch purposes (such as medical treatment or diagnosis).
(6) Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings
made for research purposes.
(7) Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior
(including, but not limited to, research on perception, cognition,
motivation, identity, language, communication, cultural beliefs or
practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey, interview,
oral history, focus group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation,
or quality assurance methodologies.
Your study qualifies for a waiver of the requirements for the
documentation of informed consent as outlined in the federal regulations
at 45CFR46.117(c) which states that an IRB may waive the requirement
for the investigator to obtain a signed consent form for some or all
subjects if it finds either: (1) That the only record linking the subject and
the research would be the consent document and the principal risk would
be potential harm resulting from a breach of confidentiality. Each
subject will be asked whether the subject wants documentation linking
the subject with the research, and the subject's wishes will govern; or (2)
That the research presents no more than minimal risk of harm to subjects
and involves no procedures for which written consent is normally
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required outside of the research context.
This research involving children was approved under the minimal risk
category 45 CFR 46.404: Research not involving greater than minimal
risk.
As the principal investigator of this study, it is your responsibility to
conduct this study in accordance with IRB policies and procedures and
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research at the University of South Florida and your continued
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